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To my parents and brother, my fiercest supporters, 










always embrace things, people earth 
sky stars, as I do freely and with 
the appropriate sense of space. 
-Frank O’Hara, “A True Account of Talking to the Sun At Fire Island” 
 
It is both a truism and an oversight to proceed here without noting that the work of a 
dissertation is a thoroughly collaborative affair. Like the poets that occupy these pages, I, 
too, have never been alone in writing. I am grateful for all those who have, in their distinct 
ways, contributed to this project. I feel incredibly fortunate to have benefitted from Bonnie 
Costello’s unfailing mentorship, expertise, and encouragement throughout this work’s 
evolution; her practical advice and incomparable ability to think beyond disciplinary 
boundaries have been vital to its achievement. I am equally indebted to Elizabeth Loizeaux, 
who formatively helped to shape this project’s theme; her attentive readings and continual 
willingness to offer time and direction have proven invaluable. In my effort to think through 
the intersections of the visual and verbal arts, I could not have asked for better guides than 
these two. Many thanks are due as well to Anita Patterson, Laurence Breiner, and Takeo 
Rivera for serving on my dissertation committee. I have greatly appreciated the support of 
the faculty and staff of both BU’s English Department and its Writing Program, especially 
David Shawn, over the past five years. It has been a privilege to learn from these generous 
scholars and teachers. Shannon Draucker, my very first PhD friend, has been an outstanding 
confidante and colleague on this journey. I owe thanks to many other friends at BU and 
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beyond who have lent encouraging words, listening ears, and treasured companionship over 
the years. Ben Roberts has been a steadfast and patient supporter as I’ve fretted, exalted, and 
toiled through my work; his kindness and perspective have meant the world. Finally, my 
family, Harvey, Marianne, and Sonny Gold, have been unwavering sources of support, 
guidance, and love in this endeavor and throughout my life. There is indeed no “appropriate 
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Collaborative Poetics: Frank O’Hara and Robert Creeley draws on literary studies, art history, and 
bibliography to examine the transactions between the visual and verbal arts found in the 
American poets’ work. Bringing longstanding aesthetic debates about poetry and painting to 
bear on studies of collaboration, the dissertation counters the field’s prevailing intra-
disciplinary focus. Visual-verbal collaborations, it suggests, undo conventional dichotomies 
between these descriptive systems, rendering insufficient a binary view of the “sister arts” as 
antagonists or analogues. By examining Creeley’s and O’Hara’s interdisciplinary forms and 
practices, this study advances a notion of “collaborative poetics” that centrally depends on 
both inter-artistic and inter-subjective exchange. As two of the most prolific collaborators of 
the mid-20th century – completing over 50 projects with visual artists between them – 
O’Hara and Creeley serve as exemplary case studies, situated at the forefront of an era in 









Through analyses of O’Hara’s early ekphrastic poems (Chapter 1) and Creeley’s literary self-
portraiture (Chapter 3), Collaborative Poetics suggests that poets’ interactions with visual media 
destabilize lyric authority, creating space for reciprocal attachments between artists, artworks, 
and audiences. The poets’ artists’ books – Frank O’Hara and Michael Goldberg’s 1960 Odes 
(Chapter 2) and Robert Creeley and Robert Indiana’s 1968 Numbers (Chapter 4) – further 
advance a claim for alterity by refusing the conservative demand for “artistic purity” and 
prompting conversation between different (and traditionally opposed) artistic media. 
Restoring these little-studied works to their original interdisciplinary contexts, the project 
reinvigorates their status as material objects and subjects of analysis. Finally, the coda both 
considers the still-tenuous place of such interdisciplinary projects within many institutional 
spaces, including the academy and the museum, and reflects on the midcentury poets’ 
collaborative legacy as it turns to a brief reading of contemporary American poet Mei-mei 
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On Collaborative Poetics 
I. State of the Field(s) 
 When it comes to collaboration, we appear to be living in cultural paradox. On one 
hand, collaboration galvanizes our social, cultural, and economic systems in the global 
internet age like never before. As business and social psychologists Rob Cross, Reb Rebele 
and Adam Grant affirmed in a 2016 Harvard Business Review article, aptly titled “Collaborative 
Overload,” “collaboration is taking over the workplace” and it might not be a stretch to say 
many other aspects of our daily lives.1 Through social media we interact with people near 
and far with stunning frequency and immediacy. Kyle Schlesinger neatly summarizes:  
the personal media revolution not only requests, but demands our participation, 
interaction, and collaboration in order to function. Wikipedia, Google, Yelp, 
Craigslist, Blogger, Pandora, etc. It isn’t enough to read the news, we have to spread 
it by way of, what I like to call ‘pronoun technologies:’ iPad, YouTube, iPod, 
MySpace, iTunes. All of this requires reading and writing – not necessarily the kind 
that demands sustained attention, but one that demands constant attention and 
minimal, spastic interaction with the keyboard, screen, and global network.2  
 
With the advent of these technologies and Wikipedia, especially, knowledge production itself 
has become collaborative and democratized. Everyone has a chance to “work together” 
(even if, paradoxically, alone) and contribute to the digital sphere. We might consequently 
imagine that a veneration of specialized knowledge or even of “genius” is a bygone ideal.  
 And yet: despite the fact that all signs point to the democratization of talent and the 
rise of collaboration, Joshua Wolf Shenk, author of Powers of Two: Finding the Essence of 
Innovation in Creative Pairs, might well disagree that we’ve moved away from the “genius” 
paradigm. He suggests, on the other hand, that today’s world remains infatuated with the 




idea today,” he intones, “is that, because creativity resides within the individual, we best 
expose it by telling stories of those rare geniuses.”3 So we reach an impasse: if we are to 
believe both Cross et al. and Shenk’s accounts, we live in a society that simultaneously 
idolizes creative individual “genius” even as we are collaborating more than ever.  
 How do we reconcile this contradiction? One plausible explanation is that we regard 
creative or cultural output, which is prototypically solitary, as distinct from and perhaps 
more rarified than other kinds of output which are intrinsically group-oriented and 
collaborative, such as that in industry, science, politics, and technology. This idea, with us at 
least since the height of the Romantic era, is a persuasive and persistent one. Consider that 
President Obama, near the end of his eight-year tenure in late 2016, offered these remarks in 
an interview with American historian Doris Kearns Goodwin: 
 Obama: […] I am a firm believer that you don’t do anything significant by yourself. 
 Again, there are exceptions. There’s the Picasso or the Mozart. 
 
Goodwin: Yes, Teddy Roosevelt wrote that there are certain geniuses, of which he 
was not one… [e.g.] Keats could write a poem that nobody else could write. 
 
Obama: I don’t fall into that category. I marvel at those people who are true geniuses 
of that sort. But what I’ve seen in my own life is that when I get something 
important done it’s because of a lot of people who get credit, some who don’t.4 
 
If Obama’s commentary is indicative, we laud the achievement of creative individuals as the 
product of a singular, brilliant mind while we assume that the innovative fruits of industrial 
or political labor are the result of composite, and then less extraordinary, forces. Art and 
artists must therefore be different.  
 What, then, do we make of a contemporary example like Andy Warhol? While 
Warhol is revered for his artistic genius – and might well be counted among Obama’s 




not only are his masterpieces thoroughly indebted to reproductive technology, but they were 
often produced in the collective atmosphere of a studio notably dubbed “The Factory.” 
Marc Livingston avers: “In contravention of passionately held beliefs about artistic ethics, 
authenticity, and individuality, Warhol suggested the possibility that art could be made by 
anybody or as a collaborative venture along the lines of commercial mass production.”5 
President Obama’s comments therefore insist on a distinction between art and other forms 
of enterprise that artists like Warhol sought to dispel more than fifty years earlier. As a 
consequence, Obama’s remarks point to the utter intransigence of the artistic genius myth, 
despite convincing evidence to the contrary. More important, the example of Warhol 
suggests that the individual artistic genius versus collaborative industrial producer contrast  – 
a schematic that also underlies the cultural paradox of our own moment – is itself a false 
dichotomy.  
 Scholarly discussions of collaboration have long been attuned to this. As numerous 
authors, thinkers, and critics have shown, the idea of the individual genius has always been a 
fiction – an inspiring one, no doubt, but a fiction nonetheless. Shenk himself clarifies: the 
creative process is always “dichotomous…characterized by a push-pull between two entities, 
whether those entities are two people, two groups of people, or even…a single person and 
the voice inside her head.”6 That is: great work, whether produced in the industrial or the 
creative sphere, by one person or a collective, is always somehow a collaborative affair. 
Indeed deconstructing this dichotomy comprises one of two dominant narratives in studies 
of artistic collaboration: one that situates collaboration as a rejection of the Romantic 
“individual genius” ideal and/or as a triumph of “the death of the author” celebrated by 




Multiple Authorship and the Myth of the Solitary Genius (1991) is paradigmatic. He argues that 
even works which appear to be singly authored are often the collaborative result of multiple 
authors, editors, and contributors.7 Richard Badenhausen’s study T.S. Eliot and the Art of 
Collaboration (2004) follows suit, picking up on one of Stillinger’s key examples and 
highlighting the myriad “extratextual presences that shaped Eliot’s work.”8  
 The second narrative, following the first, depicts collaboration as a mode of intense 
intimate or even erotic encounter; perhaps unsurprisingly, accounts of this kind incline 
toward affective, biographical, and psychological methods. In this vein, Wayne 
Koestenbaum offers a pioneering analysis in Double Talk: The Erotics of Male Literary 
Collaboration (1989). 9  Appropriating Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s term “homosocial,” he 
discusses the erotic implications of literary collaborations between men in the 19th and early 
20th centuries. Broadening Koestenbaum’s scope and approach, subsequent scholars, 
including those compiled in Whitney Chadwick and Isabelle de Courtivron’s edited 
collection Significant Others: Creativity and Intimate Partnership (1993), have focused on other 
intimate implications of the collaborative act, not only between men, but between women, 
heterosexual and homosexual spouses, and friends.10  Along these lines, too, a specific 
feminist interest in collaboration has emerged as a corrective to male-oriented tropes of 
literary and artistic production (including that of the “genius”) and as a celebration of 
cooperative female creativity. Work by Jill Ehnnen (Collaboration, Queerness, and Late Victorian 
Culture, 2008), Yopi Prins (Sappho Doubled: Michael Field, 1999) and Lorraine York (Rethinking 
Women’s Collaborative Power: Power, Difference, Property, 2002) has been instrumental in this 
regard. 11 Finally, other accounts within this broad area of intimate or erotic association adopt 




the “Self” and the “Other.” Charles Green’s The Third Hand: Collaboration in Art from 
Conceptualism to Postmodernism (2001) advances this kind of inquiry, arguing not only that 
“collaboration facilitate[s] [a] reorientation and disorientation of self”12 but that it ultimately 
solicits a third composite entity, reincorporating individual actors into a collaborative whole.  
 These two principle narratives about collaboration are, of course, mutually 
reinforcing. When collaboration destabilizes the notion of singular authorship, it necessarily 
makes room for alternative (non-linear or queer) modes of attachment between works, 
creators, and audiences. Both narratives, as such, treat collaboration as a thoroughly social 
affair. As Barbara Montefalcone succinctly puts it: “to collaborate implies to accept the co-
existence in space and time of one’s own voice, creative act, and language with someone 
else’s voice, creative act, and language. it demands an attitude of partial self-effacement and a 
certain degree of humility…”13 Or to invoke the artist Archie Rand, whom Montefalcone 
cites: “A collaborative medium goes so against the heroic isolated macho image of what an 
artist is in American culture. There’s a time when you just have to have the generosity to 
merge. Collaborative work…is an exhilarating democracy.”14  
 That the social practice of collaboration challenges formalist notions of art’s 
autonomy follows suit. Collaborative art can never be fully “autonomous” because it cannot 
sublimate its mode of creation: a double authorship or hybrid media form necessarily 
foregrounds the senses of relation between artists or artistic modes the work entails. 
Moreover, collaborative artworks are always contingent on their process. As David Shapiro 
notes, collaboration “makes us exactly aware of the process itself and context; and the 
context is relatedness.”15 We understand that collaborative art, by its very nature, is founded 




conditions of production that might encompass (among other things) biography, political 
climate, aesthetic milieu, and audience.  
 Collaborative artworks also engage the spectator differently than works created by a 
single artist; their very social orientation extends outward to the audience. Those who 
encounter collaborative work often bring to it a basic awareness, however preliminary, of its 
creative process – one made evident when a work bears the name of two creators. 
Collaborative artwork may also, less evidently but no less importantly, make the audience an 
active contributor to its meaning. Inter-artistic collaborations, in particular, often demand 
that their audiences make sense of the connection between two disparate media forms with 
no immediately evident relation. The audience serves not only as a recipient but also a 
producer of the work, disseminating common aesthetic boundaries. To best understand 
collaborative work, the audience has to account for one or more of its intrinsic relations, 
including, at times, their own relation to it.  
 As this suggests, viewing collaborations requires sorting through or making sense of 
a certain excess: something beyond the immediate text or work at hand. Many have pointed 
out that an author or artist’s collaborations (whether intra-and inter-artistic) tend to be 
marginalized within their oeuvres. But this marginalization may be  less the result of viewing 
collaborative work as trivial than a byproduct of the understanding that studying 
collaborations is not straightforward: it does not always lend itself to quick or traditional 
forms of interpretation.16 Jack Stillinger reminds us, after all, that the “myth of single 
authorship is a great convenience” even if we are assured of its inaccuracy. 17 Collaborative 
works, by contrast – and especially those between different arts – often require a different 




 In an ostensible effort to remediate the excesses that frequently attend collaborative 
work, scholarship on it, including that outlined above, has largely dealt with art in one 
medium. Stillinger, Badenhausen, and Koestenbaum, for instance, deal with collaborations 
within the literary sphere while Green considers collaborations within the visual arts. 
Chadwick and de Courtivron’s edited volume does incorporate both artists and authors; 
however, the collaborative pairings at the center of each chapter have a “shared creative 
context”18 that is both intra-artistic and historical. Certainly, these scholars are not exempt 
from dealing with certain of the extratextual excesses I have begun to describe. Yet if this is 
a problem all scholars of collaboration face, there is a particularly troubling excess associated 
with inter-artistic works, which may account for the relative dearth of scholarship on them.  
 To study inter-artistic collaborative works requires operating at the intersection of 
several disciplines or fields of thought. Studying visual-verbal collaborations, as I do in these 
pages, not only involves immersion in the scholarship of each respective discipline but also 
requires consideration of longstanding aesthetic and philosophical debates surrounding the 
“sister arts” of poetry and painting. A literal question for the ages, the word-image relation 
has been the subject of an extensive body of scholarship that finds its origin in Horace’s ut 
pictura poesis (“as is painting so is poetry”), continues through the Renaissance with Da 
Vinci’s Paragone, moves into the Enlightenment with Lessing’s Laocoön and finally advances 
toward a more contemporary take like W.T.J. Mitchell’s Iconology: Image, Text, Ideology (1986). 
Though I will not rehearse individual arguments found in such works here (they will, of 
necessity, inform the readings that follow) the numerous accounts positing an insuperable 
antagonism between the visual and verbal arts seem matched only to those confirming their 




productive, they often generate more questions and complications for inter-artistic study 
than they resolve. As Wendy Steiner concludes: “there can be no final consensus about 
whether and how the two arts resemble each other, but only a growth in our awareness of 
the process of comparing them.”19  
 Despite the “growth in our awareness” to be gained from “comparing” the two 
media, visual-verbal collaborations have not often figured into “sister arts” debates. Yet 
situating them more firmly within this context is productive for several reasons. First, visual-
verbal collaborations call into question the viability of the traditional “antagonism” or 
“parity” binary as they allow for both agonism and likeness, either simultaneously or by turns. 
Second, as Anca Cristofovici claims in the introduction to the recent collection The Art of 
Collaboration: Poets, Artists, Books (2015), interdisciplinary collaborations, and by extension, 
studies of them, “deserve to be welcomed into the academy for their potential to reconfigure 
fields of knowledge and think up more integrative models that associate literary and cultural 
history with media studies, and the humanities with other professional communities.”20 
Working on inter-artistic collaborations demands critical interpretation in at least a double 
register. This prospect may discomfit us, as it not only divests disciplinary domains of their 
propriety but demands technical fluency in one field or another that may be circumscribed 
or less confident. TJ Hines – whose early work on inter-artistic projects, Collaborative Form: 
Studies in the Relations of the Arts (1991), remains an essential analysis of the mode21 – 
somewhat humorously but realistically describes this common scenario: “There is no fury 
like that of an art historian watching a literary critic discuss art history unless it be of a 
musicologist listening to an art historian analyze a piece of music.”22 Nevertheless, he rightly 




of any particular art (or the critical theories thereof)” and, of course, neither can critics. 23 
Such non-conforming criticism offers a vital contribution to broader humanistic 
conversations about interdisciplinarity, including debates about critical methodology, 
pedagogy, and other institutional and canonical praxes.  
 The study of inter-artistic collaborations may not always favor the exigencies of 
critical interpretation or conform to strict academic disciplinarity. Still, to work through the 
excesses that attend inter-artistic works is, in a fortuitous sense, to glean insight into the 
collaborative method. Studying inter-artistic collaborations and working in an 
interdisciplinary mode, in other words, might begin to replicate the process of collaborative 
artwork itself, forcing scholars to accommodate or negotiate disparate positions, ideas, fields, 
and media. Arguably, it is this very sense of non-conformity or excess that makes inter-
artistic collaborations enticing subjects of study in the first place. Inter-artistic collaborations 
pose opportunities not just for exploring aesthetic questions that have engaged thinkers for 
millennia but also for a kind of scholarly contravention. This, too, may offer crucial insight 
into artists’ desire to collaborate across disciplinary lines, occasioning as it does both creative 
play and a certain unruly freedom. 
II. Collaboration Against Tradition 
 Artists across media, time, and place have no doubt been drawn to collaborative 
practices for many of these reasons. The freedoms collaboration can afford – be they 
personal, social, intellectual, or aesthetic – are not only intertwined but also highly 
contextual. Anca Cristofovici notes: “forms of collaboration…and ways of producing 
[them]” are always “located within a larger circuit of cultural history and [can therefore] 




a single set of circumstances that lead to collaboration and needless to enumerate them all, 
some conditions do appear to incentivize collaborative work more than others.  
 Social and political climate are chief among them. It hardly seems incidental that 
collaboration (at least in the modern period) has often thrived in particularly unstable 
historical environments such as inter- or post-war years; working collaboratively, after all, 
might mitigate artists’ feelings of displacement or isolation from each other, society, or 
hegemonic politics in especially turbulent times. In interwar France, for example, 
collaborative practices arose with fervor among modernist avant-garde groups like the 
Surrealists and Dadaists. 25  Similarly, collaborative art became an increasingly common 
practice among American experimental artists in the aftermath of World War II – the period 
central to what follows – due to both the expanded influence of European war-time émigrés 
and the profound insecurities the Cold War era engendered. In the toxic and divisive social 
climate of that period – during which many kinds of people were marginalized or, worse, 
deemed suspect (blacks, homosexuals, Jews) – artists seeking community could turn to 
collaborative work as a form of self-authorization and a means of affiliation within an 
alternative collective sphere. Those artists whose identities were most imperiled could seek 
out collaboration as a form of solidarity and/or protest. Indeed it is in such tumultuous 
social and political climates that we might especially discover – in the words of 
contemporary poets Louis Armand and John Kinsella – “collaboration as technique: the 
disputation of existing hegemonies alongside the pragmatics of making (new) use of current 
states of affairs – the poetics of détournement.”26 
 In addition, artists who collaborate often deliberately set out to reject mainstream 




forms, sanctioned themes, or traditional means of production. It is no wonder that 
collaboration has traditionally reigned in experimental circles, as the preceding examples 
have already begun to suggest. The artist Vincent Katz wrote of his stint at the 1950s 
experimental haven Black Mountain College: “one sees the intrinsic links between the 
philosophy of the institution – in particular, the desire and need to operate with no strings 
attached, in pursuit of the most innovative experimental, paths, in whatever discipline – and 
the [collaborations] produced there.”27Anca Cristofovici likewise avows: “The (salutary) 
impossibility…of rationaliz[ing]” many collaborative works “has strengthened their 
independence from commercial, institutional, and academic constrictions, and allowed artists 
and publishers to subvert conventions of thought and of artistic practices.” 28   The 
proliferation of inter-artistic collaborations at midcentury, for example, gives particular lie to 
the conservative, though enduring ideal (as we shall see in the coda) of “artistic purity,” first 
delineated in a 1940 Partisan Review essay by Clement Greenberg – one of the 20th century’s 
most influential art critics. A directive for modern art, Greenberg’s “Towards a Newer 
Laocoon” suggests that the “superiority of abstract [expressionism]”29 was manifest in its 
achievement of “purity,” which “consists in the acceptance, willing acceptance, of the 
limitations of the medium of the specific art.”30 To realize such “purity,” he continues, there 
must be a “radical de-limitation” of artistic “fields of activity” such that the arts are “hunted 
back to their mediums” where they are “isolated, concentrated and defined.”31 With the 
advent of expressionist painting, he maintains, “the arts lie safe now, each within its 
‘legitimate boundaries, and free trade has been replaced by autarchy.” 32  Inter-artistic 
collaborations, however, reject this ideal in no uncertain terms; they not only juxtapose or 




depend on the very kinds of “free trade” and boundary crossing Greenberg disavows. That 
such collaborations are fundamentally and almost fantastically impure is among their most 
significant causes for celebration.    
 In all of these cases, collaborative art crucially evinces some sense of alternative 
possibility, allowing artists to find and explore the promise of new forms, communities, or 
voices where they are otherwise foreclosed. And though my own analysis is consigned less to 
political or social questions than to aesthetic ones, these other contexts not doubt lie behind 
the collaborative works and artists this study examines. In the interest of pursuing a more 
purely aesthetic explanation, then, I want to suggest finally that artists throughout history 
have collaborated not just to instate themselves in a social, political, or artistic counter-public 
but also to unearth the kind of numinous wonder or vitality that incites creative innovation 
itself. As New York School poet Kenneth Koch surmises in his editor’s note to the 
“Collaborations Issue” of the small 1960s literary journal Locus Solus (discussed at length in 
the next chapter): “poets of all times who have written together have done so partly in the 
hope of being inspired by the strange situation,” a situation which “might lead them to the 
unknown, or at the least to some dazzling insights at which they could never have arrive 
consciously or alone.”33 If the results are not always as utopic as Koch supposes, the alluring 
prospect of some “insight” or change may nonetheless explain why collaboration has 
continued to entice so many disparate practitioners – and not to mention scholars – across 
the arts. Frank O’Hara and Robert Creeley are certainly no exceptions. 
III. Poets Among Painters: Frank O’Hara and Robert Creeley 
 Though the midcentury American poets Frank O’Hara (b. 1926) and Robert Creeley 




have rarely been considered in the same study. Not only did they belong to different coteries 
– the New York School and Black Mountain College, respectively – but they appear to 
represent diametrically opposed poetics. While Creeley’s signature is his minimalism, 
O’Hara’s is his campy extravagance. Where Creeley’s poems portray an economy of 
language, making them sometimes feel coldly detached, O’Hara’s revel in the lushness of 
language, exuding a wild intimacy. Such differences even engendered their reciprocal disdain. 
Writing to their mutual friend Donald Allen in 1958 – who was then working on his seminal 
edited collection The New American Poetry 1945-1960 that would launch both poets to 
prominence – Creeley advised: “I saw Frank O’Hara’s book in a local shoppe and I think I 
could cut him.”34 For his part, O’Hara disliked Creeley’s “Projective Verse” didacticism and 
focus on poetic form. As he elaborates in a 1965 interview:  
But of course with the influence of [Denise] Levertov and Creeley you have another 
element which is making control practically the subject matter of the poem. That is 
your control of language, your control of experience and your control of your 
thought […] It is amazing that Creeley puts as many vowels in as Levertov, and the 
amazing thing is that where they’ve pared down the diction so that the experience 
presumably will come through as strongly as possible, it’s the experience of their 
paring it down that comes through more strongly and not the experience that is the 
subject, you know.35 
 
Such antagonisms, however, are superficial. Examining their work in parallel, as I will, 
reveals that perceived differences in their approaches are largely procedural rather than 
theoretical. Indeed it is telling that among the many postmodern poets he could have 
chosen, Charles Altieri should cite them together, noting that it was Creeley and O’Hara who 
“initiated” the postmodern drive to “develop an alternative way of realizing New Critical 
ideals of casting poetry as a form of knowledge.”36 He elaborates:  
Despite their very different emotional agendas, both poets refused to give their texts 




anti-artefactural aesthetics [..] Poetry becomes a direct habitation, a directly 
instrumental rather than contemplative use of language.”37 
 
Though he does not turn to their poetry, Altieri’s general sense that Creeley and O’Hara 
shared a poetic sensibility lends credence to the juxtaposition of their work here. Crucially, as 
Altieri indicates, both O’Hara and Creeley positioned themselves in opposition to the New 
Critical academy, characterized by the formalist methods of reading and writing that their 
Harvard curricula lauded. Both are, moreover, quintessentially “occasional” poets, intensely 
responsive to everyday life and instinctively drawn to the possibilities of colloquial language 
and free verse.  
 As inveterate letter writers, prodigious conversationalists, and coterie poets both, 
Creeley and O’Hara routinely evince a sense of community in their personal and professional 
lives. That their often deeply personal poems engender this communal sense is no 
coincidence. Both inherited the capacity from Walt Whitman, a poet who is – alongside Hart 
Crane, Ezra Pound, and William Carlos Williams – foremost among their shared literary 
influences. 38  In his preface to the Selected Whitman, Creeley explains:  
Yet if Whitman has taught me anything, and he has taught me a great deal, often 
against my own will, it is that the common is personal, intensely so….It is, 
paradoxically, the personal which makes the common insofar as it recognizes the 
existence of the many in one. In my own joy or despair I am brought to that which 
others have also experienced.39  
 
Like Whitman before them, Creeley and O’Hara are chroniclers of common experiences, 
those of love, heartbreak, anger, and existential strife. More than that, their feeling for the 
natural affinity between the self and others, gleaned also from Whitman, may well explain 
their congruent drive to collaborate: to produce art that could make literally manifest “the 
existence of the many in one.”  
 15 
Perhaps most important among their shared characteristics, however, is that both 
O’Hara and Creeley enmeshed themselves in the arts. In addition to O’Hara’s early musical 
training as a pianist and love of classical composers, it was his visual arts criticism, curatorial 
duties at MoMA, and legendary relationships with painters that earned him the by-now  
famous epithet “Poet Among Painters” in Marjorie Perloff’s indispensable early  
monograph.40 Though much less discussed or recognized, Creeley’s interest in the visual and 
other arts – his rightful status as another “poet among painters,” as John Yau contends41 –    
is equally vibrant. Through his tenure at the experimental art scene at Black Mountain    
College, he drew inspiration from prominent avant-garde figures in dance, visual art, and  
music including Merce Cunningham, Robert Rauschenberg, and John Cage. Like O’Hara, he 
too wrote frequent art reviews and had many close, generative relationships with 
contemporary painters, including René Laubies, RB Kitaj, Marisol, and the filmmaker Stan 
Brakhage. 
Of course, Creeley and O’Hara were not alone among their contemporaries in these 
affinities. Despite many attempts to nominally distinguish the “Beats” from the “San  
Francisco Renaissance” or Creeley’s “Black Mountain” circle from O’Hara’s “New York 
School,” many of the poets in these circles drew inspiration from the same set of earlier   
writers — Walt Whitman, Gertrude Stein, Hart Crane, and William Carlos Williams among 
them — and from the other arts. As “Confessional” poet Robert Lowell once quipped in a 
reading with “Beat” notable Allen Ginsberg: “we’re from two ends of the William Carlos 
Williams spectrum.” Likewise, I suggest, O’Hara and Creeley.42 In addition, the fact that   
many of these writers turned to visual, musical, and other arts to develop their poetics was 




1945-1960. Its preface attests: “[these poets are] the true continuers of the modern 
movement in American poetry. Through their work many are closely allied to modern jazz 
and abstract expressionist painting, today recognized throughout the world to be America’s 
greatest achievements in contemporary culture.”43   
 While other poets may have shared their predilection for the arts, however, few 
poets were more active collaborators than Creeley and O’Hara, who participated in over fifty 
interdisciplinary projects between them (though never together). Their especially rich 
collaborative spirit not only situates them at the forefront of an era in which avant-garde 
artistic reciprocity was increasingly common but makes them exemplary case studies. To wit, 
Anca Cristofovici contends that, “A close examination of Creeley’s collaborations maps out 
a journey into the art of the second half of the twentieth century.”44 Adding O’Hara to that 
assessment would only further consecrate its validity. Reading through O’Hara’s and 
Creeley’s poetries offers us unique access to poetic and artistic innovation at midcentury. For 
both O’Hara and Creeley, the most important contemporary trends in the visual arts, 
formatively including Abstract Expressionism and Pop, served as an impetus to write 
experimentally and, ultimately, to collaborate. Through their collaborative artists’ books with 
painters – including O’Hara’s Odes collaboration with Michael Goldberg (1960) and Creeley’s 
Numbers project with Robert Indiana (1968) discussed in Chapters 2 and 4 – we begin to see 
how the evolution of postwar experimental poetry was both beholden to and moved in 
tandem with ever-advancing visual arts trends.  
 Placing Creeley and O’Hara in conversation with contemporary painters and with 
each other ultimately helps to divest us of the sense that their work exemplifies a particular 




collaborative habits, instincts, and approaches. Examining these poets from a non-coterie 
but cross-disciplinary perspective also expands the sense of art and community that they and 
their works mediate. To this end, working through their inter-artistic projects and poetics 
may, I hope, finally extend our interpretive framework for other poets’ collaborative 
pursuits.  
IV. On “Collaborative Poetics” 
  At last, this study merits a more tailored understanding of collaboration, for as my 
title announces, I posit not just that O’Hara and Creeley participate in collaboration, but that 
they share a certain “collaborative poetics.” Though the term collaboration is often deployed 
loosely and generically, I conceive of “collaborative poetics” as having a tailored application 
within this broad tradition. A few distinctions should be made.  
 The OED offers two definitions of collaboration: the first and most common is 
“united labour, co-operation; especially in literary, artistic, or scientific work” and the second 
and more particular is “traitorous cooperation with the enemy.” Let us momentarily consider 
the latter.  Collaboration as “traitorous cooperation” held especial significance in World War 
II – not yet a distant memory in the period of concern here – as it identified those in league 
with Nazi Germany. While most studies of collaboration eschew this martial definition in 
favor of the more neutral term, Wayne Koestenbaum suggests that “the military meaning is 
more urgent: collaboration – cooperating with the enemy – is a last resort of men and 
women under siege.”45 That Koestenbaum’s focus is the queer erotics of collaboration 
explains the exigency of the latter definition; as I have already suggested, those who live with 
imperiled identities, like queer men, may turn to collaboration as a kind of safeguard, even if 




definition presupposes, however, also lends itself to inter-artistic collaborations, which bear 
their own kind of traitorous “cooperation”: the joining of two opposed media forces. In this 
way, the term’s ability to signify transgression remains important, even if the military 
definition in its strictest sense remains outside this study’s purview. Additionally, this second 
definition aligns with the equally militaristic notion of an “avant-garde” for whom 
collaboration is often routine practice. After all, the “advance guard,” as Joseph Conte 
reminds us in his discussion of the midcentury “poetry wars,” is “the initial point of contact 
between opposing forces.”46 
 Let us turn, then, to the common definition of “united labour, co-operation.” While 
politically neutral, this definition cannot fully clarify the sense of “collaborative poetics” I am 
after. In particular, this definition proves unsatisfactory because it does not fully attest to the 
duality of the word “collaboration” itself: the fact that noun “collaboration” equally refers to 
the act collaboration taking place and the collaboration that results. Attuned to this shortcoming, 
Mark Silverberg makes an incredibly useful distinction between collaborative practice and 
collaborative form and, doing so, untangles the event of collaboration from its achievement. 
Accordingly, collaborative practice “highlight[s] the performative and social interactions that 
take place when two or more artists work together to produce a text,” whereas collaborative 
form “relates to the dual nature of the composite work where two or more forms – poetry, 
painting, film, music – are conjoined.”47 The distinction between the two meanings of 
collaboration is a crucial, if seemingly basic, insight. In privileging the adjectival version of 
the term, Silverberg unhinges collaboration from one fixed meaning and renders it a kinetic 




 While other scholars have tried to develop similarly adaptive terminology, their 
accounts typically do not distinguish between practices and forms. 48 And though we are 
remiss to expect any single study to account for the numerous possibilities the form/practice 
binary generates, it is Silverberg’s unique emphasis on the precarious or dual nature of 
collaboration that makes it a particularly useful place to start. My sense of “collaborative 
poetics” builds on its premise. Following Silverberg’s use of the adjectival collaborative, I 
imagine that “collaborative poetics” serves as a heuristic for a wide range of practices and 
forms that arise through the creative marriage of artists and/or media. It must be noted, of 
course, that “poetics,” like “collaboration,” has an amorphous quality, since it too can 
account for both the forms and the practices of poetry. Thus the compound term 
“collaborative poetics” is a resolutely protean notion; it neither entails a prescriptive method 
nor privileges a specific outcome. Instead, it is deeply invested in the dialogic processes on 
which poet’s inter-artistic collaborations inevitably rely, regardless of the techniques or forms 
they employ.  
 Put simply: “collaborative poetics” is a celebration of “between-ness.” As a creative 
principle, it describes both poetic practices and forms that embrace and find generative 
liminal aesthetic spaces. It is a deliberate but not systematic approach to poetry thoroughly 
rooted in transaction. As this might begin to suggest, “collaborative poetics” is uninterested, 
strictly speaking, in the achievement of unity or totality. TJ Hines has posited that inter-
artistic collaborations should result in the “Romantic ideal of all-encompassing synthesis” or 
total art, Gesamtkunstwerk.49 My sense of “collaborative poetics,” however, both resists the 
dogmatism of Hines’ study and dispenses with its predilection for synthesis. Rather, 




negotiations poets undertake with other artists and their arts – ones which are not linear or 
fixed but multidirectional. It is similarly unconcerned with aesthetic hierarchies, such as 
those that have typically underwritten discussions of ekphrasis (discussed further in Chapter 
1). As a working mode, “collaborative poetics” privileges the temporal, interactive, and inter-
subjective. “Collaborative poetics” not only attunes us to but asks us to make sense of what 
Jerome McGann has called works’ rich “‘textual’ lives”: the “social relationships” which not 
only bring authors and their works to fruition “in the first place” but “which sustain them 
through their future life in society.”50  
 These considerations may imply that “collaborative poetics” is thoroughly 
postmodern or that it seems most applicable to works that might be called postmodernist, 
including that of O’Hara and Creeley. Because the term “collaborative poetics” embraces the 
inherent messiness that attends working between it should make sense that its resulting 
methods and forms should sometimes, if not often, involve techniques like pastiche, 
parataxis, collage or assemblage – prototypically postmodern practices. These methods 
certainly underlie the forms that O’Hara and Creeley’s “collaborative poetics” take. 
Nevertheless, to label all “collaborative poetics” as postmodern seems too reductive for the 
more comprehensive understanding I wish to propose here. I view “collaborative poetics” as 
a designation unrestricted by historical period or place. It well describes, for instance, 
William Blake’s eighteenth and nineteenth century involvement with the visual arts in his 
etchings and illustrated books. It can account, too, for Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s mutually 
informative career as both poet and painter or for his sister Christina Rossetti’s heavily visual 
poetry.51 Not only did the latter sit for her brother’s paintings – much like O’Hara modeled 




She is, in sum, an early example of a “poet[ess] among painters.” Among the work of more 
contemporary poets for whom the characterization might be suitably employed, a partial list 
includes Ezra Pound, H.D., Gertrude Stein, Elizabeth Bishop, William Carlos Williams, 
James Schuyler, John Ashbery, Susan Howe, and Mei-mei Berssenbrugge (whose work I take 
up in the coda). In all of these poets, we find both approaches and forms that fall “between” 
or otherwise make use of the intersections of visual and verbal imagination. One might also 
look to poets like Langston Hughes or Amiri Baraka for whom music and sound, rather than 
painting and visual art, was a primary source of their “collaborative poetics.” There are, to be 
sure, other poets whose work falls outside the English literary tradition who can well be 
counted here. My point is not to list every possible artist who engages in a “collaborative 
poetics,” but to give a brief, representative survey of poets whose works’ essential “between-
ness” – its foothold in more than one disciplinary method or form – is among its most 
vitalizing qualities.  
 In addition to these aesthetic concerns, “collaborative poetics” finally raises the issue 
of inter-subjectivity and then lyricism, a concern which centrally informs my readings of 
O’Hara’s and Creeley’s individual poetries (Chapter 1 and 3) and their artists’ books, 
especially Creeley and Robert Indiana’s Numbers (Chapter 4). 53   If, as the preceding 
discussion should have made clear, collaboration can reorient our understanding of singular 
authorship, then it should follow that “collaborative poetics” redirects our traditional sense 
of the artistic subject and of the lyric “I,” in particular. A “collaborative poetics” refutes the 
assumption that the lyric “I” represents the singular or private life of an individual. The 
“collaborative poetics” of O’Hara and Creeley, as the following chapters will show, illustrate 




audience, with the self, and with other media. In a “collaborative poetics,” the lyric subject is 
not and need not be singular or fixed. Charles Green contends: “collaboration involves a 
deliberately chose alteration of artistic identity from individual to composite subjectivity.”54 
A “collaborative poetics,” then, is not anti-lyric per se but strives to delineate an expanded 
lyric subject; the “I” we find in the highly transactional works examined here stands at a 
juncture between the singular and the collective in ways that will continue to emerge.  
V. Chapter Summaries 
 In what follows, finally, I draw on literary critical, art historical, and book historical 
methods to examine the transactions between the visual and verbal arts found in O’Hara’s 
and Creeley’s “collaborative poetics.” Locating the word-image relations found therein, these 
chapters examine how the two media become mutually constitutive and begin to consider 
what aesthetic and interpretative paradigms might emerge as a result. I suggest, first, that the 
artistic exchanges in O’Hara’s ekphrases and Creeley’s literary self-portraiture (Chapters 1 
and 3) decentralize the traditionally circumscribed position of the lyric “I,” expanding the 
contours of poetic subjectivity. Second, I argue that visual-verbal collaborations undo 
conventional dichotomies between these descriptive systems, rendering insufficient a binary 
view of the “sister arts” as antagonists or analogues. O’Hara’s and Creeley’s artists’ books 
(Chapters 2 and 4) advance this claim for alterity by refusing the critically orthodox demand 
for artistic “purity.” More, while inter-artistic collaborations like artists’ books are 
customarily excluded from or misrepresented in critical debates, received canons, and some 
pedagogical practices, I suggest that attending to them as they were initially conceived 




 The first chapter, “Frank O’Hara’s ‘Dictionary of Art’: A Collaborative Ekphrasis,” 
derives its title from a description of MoMA afforded by O’Hara’s friend, the artist Jane 
Freilicher. The designation is well suited to O’Hara’s poetry, which is not only indebted to 
the works on display at that museum but conjures an encyclopedic range of art through its 
frequent ekphrases. This chapter restores a group of early poems, written between 1952-
1957, to their ekphrastic origins. Unlike O’Hara’s many well-known ekphrases, such as “Why 
I Am Not a Painter” or “On Seeing Larry River’s Washington Crossing the Delaware,” the artists 
and artworks these early poems reflect are designated in manuscript form but are relegated 
to endnotes in O’Hara’s Collected Works and are therefore routinely overlooked. I 
contemplate how obscuring or revealing the ekphrastic designations alters these works’ 
reception. Meditating on an eclectic mix of painters and paintings, including Magritte, De 
Chirico, Delvaux, and others, O’Hara’s early poems challenge the traditionally inimical word-
image relationship by tracing their interdependence. “Collaborative” becomes an apt 
description for the range of non-binary or multidirectional relations through which O’Hara 
configures visual and verbal arts in these works. Hinging on negotiation and reciprocity 
between poets, painters, and their respective arts, these poems anticipate an aesthetic 
approach that underlies the many literal collaborations with visual artists, filmmakers, and 
musicians, O’Hara went on to create.  
 Taking one of these collaborations as its subject, the second chapter – “‘To refuse to 
be added up or divided’: Frank O’Hara and Michael Goldberg’s Odes” – concerns the poet’s 
1960 artist’s book with the Second Generation Abstract Expressionist painter (and one of 
his closest friends). Composed of nine poems and five screenprints, the book has never been 




letters and ephemera retained by the publisher, Tiber Press (held in Harvard’s Houghton 
Library) and place it within a longer history of the European, modernist livres d’artistes. One 
of the earliest postmodern American artists’ books, Odes helps to initiate a burgeoning print 
movement that would take off in the later 1960s and 70s, prefiguring later works like Creeley 
and Indiana’s Numbers. After discussing these material conditions, the chapter turns to 
consider how the relation between O’Hara poems and Goldberg’s prints reproduces a 
central concern of collaboration writ large: the conflict between creative allegiance and 
artistic signature – tradition and innovation. This tension also inheres in O’Hara and 
Goldberg’s individual works, as both the poems and prints are positioned vis-à-vis the late 
1950s’ dominant artistic mode, Abstract Expressionism, and its preeminent practitioners.  
 Moving more deeply into the visual art and poetry of the 1960s, the third chapter, 
“‘my /eye locked in self-sight’ : Robert Creeley’s Collaborative Self-Portraits” – turns to this 
study’s second major poet. In particular, the chapter calls attention to the Creeley’s extensive 
practice of literary portraiture and self-portraiture beginning with his early compilation For 
Love (1960) and extending to his seminal volume Words (1967). A highly reflexive aesthetic 
genre, self-portraiture – like all collaborative art – dismantles the authority of the singular 
artist. The use of self-portraiture techniques, including the recurrent invocation of mirrors 
and mirroring, allows Creeley to reassess the contours of lyric subjectivity. As a result the “I” 
depicted in Creeley’s self-portrait poems cannot be a coherent subject but is instead, as one 
poem notes, “double, split.” Following earlier discussions of semiotic deixis, I argue that 
Creeley’s complex use of personal deictics in his self-portrait poems further effects a 
displacement of “I” and “eye,” disrupting the communicative order lyric poetry traditionally 




predicated on a collaborative exchange between writer and reader (artist and viewer). The 
reader-viewer becomes implicated in the process of the lyric subject’s construction, 
rendering it  a highly relational entity rather than a static textual fact.   
 While Creeley begins to imagine an expanded or plural subjectivity in Words, it 
materializes further through his ensuing volume Pieces (1969), which includes a group of 
“Numbers” poems written for the Pop Artist Robert Indiana’s screenprints of the digits 0-9. 
Central to chapter four – “Robert Creeley and Robert Indiana: Corresponding with Numbers” 
– is the 1968 artists’ book that resulted from this exchange. Like Odes, Numbers has never 
been discussed in its collaborative form. The chapter therefore recovers the book’s 
contextual and socio-political circumstances before addressing its visual and literary effects, 
drawing on a never-published interview with Bill Katz (Indiana’s assistant and the book’s 
producer) as well as PennSound 1968 telephone log of a day in Creeley’s life, which includes 
a conversation between Creeley and Katz concerning Numbers. Turning to the form, I 
discuss the book’s relation to a tradition of serial works in visual art and poetry that is both 
presaged by a certain strand of modernism (especially via the cubism and objectivism of 
George Oppen, William Carlos Williams) and that reflects the Pop/Op/Minimalist trends of 
the book’s late 1960s moment. Implicated formally and thematically in series, Creeley and 
Indiana’s works – like numbers themselves – are at once individuated and collective, 
resonating with the meditation on individuality and community that consumes O’Hara and 
Goldberg’s Odes. In Numbers Creeley and Indiana image a lyric subjectivity that is, as one 
poem declaims, always “more than one.”  
 As these central chapters illuminate, O’Hara’s and Creeley’s oeuvres together leave 




coda, “Collaborative Landscapes,” I consider the afterlives of the interdisciplinarity 
collaborations that O’Hara, Creeley, and their contemporaries pursued. Doing so, I 
emphasize the still-tenuous nature and place of such projects in dominant institutional 
spaces (including the museum and academy) today. The chapter then turns to the work of 
Asian-American, feminist poet Mei-mei Berssenbrugge to illustrate the trajectory of such 
projects in the early 21st century and to explore the social and aesthetic landscapes found 
therein. Often aligned with both the second-generation New York School and Language 
Poets (for whom O’Hara and Creeley were crucial influences), Berssenbrugge is  a fitting heir 
to this study’s central poets; her commitments to inter-artistic collaboration and the visual 
arts prove as fervent as those of her predecessors. Looking more closely at one of 
Berssenbrugge’s book projects with the visual artist Kiki Smith, Concordance (2006) enables us 
to locate the fertile collaborative grounds contemporary artists have inherited and the new 
inter-artistic terrains to which their works may lead.    
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Frank O’Hara’s “Dictionary of Art”: A Collaborative Ekphrasis 
I. Introduction 
 Immortalized in his poem “Meditations in an Emergency,” Frank O’Hara’s question 
“How am I to become a legend, my dear?” is in hindsight both pressing and prescient, given 
his untimely death at age forty.1 Yet if O’Hara’s question was initially mock-heroic, we have 
nonetheless constructed not one but myriad legends about the poet, all of them by now well-
rehearsed. There is O’Hara the charismatic friend and lover, frequent imbiber at the Cedar 
Tavern and San Remo bars, forming intimate and sometimes embittered relationships with 
other artists. There is the “city poet of the “I do this, I do that” verse, characteristically on 
the move, writing at lunch or in the midst of raucous parties, always in search of the next 
interesting thing. There is the homosexual O’Hara, writing brazen, campy poems about 
“cruising” in the face of 1950s McCarthyism. There is the experimental, Harvard-defector 
poet, drawing the ire of the New Critical literary establishment (what he succinctly and 
amusingly termed the “academic-suburban-communication area”2). Perhaps most notorious 
– there is O’Hara, “Poet Among Painters,” crystallized in critical consciousness since 
Marjorie Perloff’s eponymous 1977 monograph.3  
 In noting that we perpetuate these legends, I do not mean to suggest that they are 
falsehoods. These largely true, if exaggerated, accounts have generated continuous interest in 
of one of the midcentury’s most dynamic poetic figures.4 Still I do suggest, as others have, 
that the common stories we tell about O’Hara (or any figure, “school,” or canon) necessarily 




rewrite one of O’Hara’s legends wholesale, I seek to augment the image of the poet in one of 
his persisting but inchoate figurations: legendary artistic collaborator.  
 Those interested in O’Hara’s relationships to the visual and other arts have long 
stressed the centrality of collaboration to his poetic ethos. Russell Ferguson maintains: 
“O’Hara’s continuing openness to new forms of collaboration might have led him had his 
life not been cut short.”5 Less tentatively, David Shapiro argues that the poet “practiced 
fetishistically the art of collaboration,” an impulse perhaps derived from “the notion of the 
collaboration as resistance” that his Russian literary heroes Boris Pasternak and Vladimir 
Mayakovsky espoused. 6 Perloff herself proposes an alternative but equally important French 
lineage for O’Hara’s collaborative poem-paintings, one that lies in Surrealist experiments like 
Exquisite Corpse and that “can be traced back to Apollinaire, who wrote poems ‘after’ 
paintings…and whose Calligrames contain fascinating experiments with visual-verbal 
composition.”7 Given O’Hara’s inveterate love of both the Russian and French avant-garde, 
his concerted interest in and modeling of their collaborations seems inevitable. Moreover, if 
the breadth of his collaborative experiments – from poem-paintings with Norman Bluhm 
(1960) to Pop cartoons with Joe Brainard (1964) or captions for Alfred Leslie’s film, The Last 
Clean Shirt (1964) – is testamentary, then we are assured that O’Hara’s collaborative spirit 
was both vital and vibrant, even increasingly so before his 1966 death.    
 And yet: despite a well-founded narrative that depicts O’Hara as an impassioned 
collaborator, the poet himself tells a different story. Edward Lucie-Smith’s interview of the 
poet, recorded in 1965, affords this exchange: 






O’H: No, only. Not at all. Only in one specific instance when Larry Rivers and I 
actually did physically collaborate on some lithographs called Stones. Which were 
called Stones because we both did work on them. I learned how to write backward, 
for instance. We did not use any transfers. We worked on the stones together. He 
did not work on the stone if I wasn’t there and I didn’t work on the stone if he 
wasn’t there to see what I was doing….But that’s the only time I think that I’ve really 
collaborated. I’ve done other things where some – well Grace Hartigan used some of 
my poems in painting. Or I have made pages of words for Michael Goldberg which 
he then completed, but I delivered them in those cases, and then they went on and 
did what they wanted…I think the Rivers thing is the only thing I really did 
collaborate on, that I consider to be a collaboration.8  
 
O’Hara emphatically denies his role as a frequent collaborator, let alone (as Shapiro would 
have it) a “fetishistic” one.  
 I highlight this exchange not just to point out the striking dissonance between the 
critical view of O’Hara as collaborator and his own but to suggest why we might 
nevertheless proceed to cultivate this image. When existing criticism grants O’Hara’s 
resistant stance at all, it is often registered tacitly in the fact that the Stones project has 
garnered more discussion than any other of his collaborations. 9 More often, studies that 
focus on his collaborative work appear simply to have ignored or overlooked O’Hara’s 
denial.10 There are valid reasons for the latter approach. We know, first, that O’Hara was 
often self-deprecating or disingenuous in his meta-poetic discourse. There may be an 
attendant sense that we cannot take him at his word. Or to borrow Lytle Shaw’s blunt 
injunction against reading O’Hara through his mock-manifesto “Personism”: “reading him 
exclusively in his own terms has a very traditional and limited effect.”11 Andrew Epstein 
offers a second convincing explanation for the poet’s distancing self-portrayal. Contrary to 
popular belief, Epstein suggests, the coterie poet was actually quite ambivalent about and 
even wary of being associated too closely with any group, friend or, presumably, 




straightforward defense, however, is that O’Hara’s definition of collaboration is simply too 
narrow: it cannot account for the many distinctive inter-artistic endeavors he undertook. 
 In the Lucie-Smith interview, O’Hara delineates a specific collaborative mode that 
privileges both simultaneity and physicality: a literal working side-by-side. He therefore 
makes a distinction between what his friend and sometime collaborator Bill Berkson calls a 
“hands on” or “hands off” approach: collaborative modes that are either carried out 
simultaneously (like Stones) or sequentially (like the other projects O’Hara describes). Unlike 
O’Hara, however, Berkson is emphatic that a “hands off” strategy  is no less valuable than a 
“hands on” method. Instead, it is simply another (and oft-employed) way of working 
together in which, “one of the collaborators simply does not touch – say, the poem, already 
written, has been passed – handed off – to the painter who now makes an image for or 
around it…the torch passed to the next team member – and the conversation continues.”13 
The “hands-off” mode, as we shall see, is central both to this chapter in implicit ways and to 
next chapter on O’Hara’s Odes with Michael Goldberg, explicitly.  
 Echoing Berkson, Magdelyn Helwig Hammond has offered her own distinction 
between approaches, calling the “hands-on” efforts of O’Hara’s Stones an “integrated 
collaboration.” 14  This designation not only describes two artistic partners working 
simultaneously but appropriates Vera John-Steiner’s term “integrative collaboration” to denote 
a method that “overcome[s] practiced modes of seeing and creating… In transforming what 
they know, they construct creative syntheses.”15 This idea of “integrated collaboration” is 
useful, as it moves beyond a limited interest in creative method. By calling attention to 
collaboration’s physical and conceptual contours – which O’Hara’s reply to Lucie-Smith and 




Silverberg’s distinction between collaborative practice and form (discussed in the 
introduction) in extricating process from result. Following Hammond and Silverberg, our 
interest in O’Hara as collaborator is best repaid by continuing to disentangle these two 
aspects of collaboration – form and practice – as they appear in his oeuvre.  
 Lytle Shaw has lamented that “critics have been less interested in characterizing how 
and why poetry interacts with other disciplines in O’Hara’s work and in what terms this 
interaction might be than in attacking or celebrating the very fact that it does.”16 Olivier 
Brossard broadly concurs: “It has become rather cliché to say that the ‘New York School’ 
poets and painters collaborated with each other, without so much looking into the actual 
forms such collaborations took.”17 While Chapter 2 addresses Brossard’s claim by engaging 
one such “form” in depth, this chapter heeds Shaw’s call to look more closely at 
collaborative interactions between media as they emerge in a small but significant group of  
early O’Hara poems written between 1952-1957: the years, markedly, between his first 
volume A City Winter and Other Poems (1951) and watershed Meditations in an Emergency (1957).  
 Though most of the early poems discussed here are seldom considered and rarely 
anthologized, they are noteworthy not just because they invite us to view the poet’s 
ekphrasis as a part of his broader collaborative poetics, but also because their ekphrastic 
designations are not always immediately disclosed. That is: while the paintings on which 
these poems meditate are noted clearly in manuscript form, they are relegated to footnotes in 
Donald Allen’s The Collected Poems of Frank O’Hara, where their ekphrastic import has 
commonly gone unnoticed. Crucially, however, these poems conceive of visual and verbal 
art as interdependent, challenging the inimical word-image relationship that accounts of 




O’Hara’s string of collaborative projects, beginning with Stones (1959) might suggest that 
they offer insight into O’Hara’s thinking about collaborative and inter-artistic relations 
before he attempted any concrete work of the kind. Finally, considering how these painterly 
designations alter our reception of the works prompts us to reassess how the poems should 
be anthologized, taught, and engaged in the future.  
 Certainly, O’Hara’s ekphrastic practice has been deftly analyzed elsewhere. Brian 
Glavey has offered a particularly sharp analysis of O’Hara’s “queer ekphrasis” through which 
the poet assumes a “statuesque” pose, becoming himself a veritable work of art that courts 
the viewer’s gaze.18 My reading here extends Glavey’s work and that of others who have, 
more generally, sought to reconceive of ekphrasis’ narrow parameters. Glavey himself 
follows Elizabeth Bergmann Loizeaux in noting that historical arguments about ekphrasis 
have assumed an “incontrovertible” antagonism between the two media. 19 The problem with 
this assumption, according to Loizeaux and Glavey, is that it “foreclose[s] the recognition of 
other dynamics that exist alongside the forms of agonism.”20 They consequently consider 
alternative arrangements through which to understand the word-image relation, highlighting 
in Loizeaux’s terms, the “situatedness” or “sociability” of ekphrasis rather than its seemingly 
entrenched rivalry. 21  Glavey is even more specific when he suggests that “Queer ekphrasis is 
dedicated to the proliferation of an unpredictable spectrum of relationality, multiplying ways 
of desiring, identifying with, attaching to, loving, imitating, envying, and sometimes ignoring 
works of art.”22 
  The ekphrastic poems examined here compound Loizeaux and Glavey’s 
clarifications, foregrounding how O’Hara’s early ekphrases imagine for the visual and verbal 




Glavey’s inquiry is framed by the prerogatives of queer theory and is therefore bound to 
ideas about sexual desire, I construe O’Hara’s ekphrasis primarily in aesthetic terms. Less 
immediately concerned with the sense of erotic identification his art might declaim, my 
reading is interested in O’Hara’s basic refusal –  though a “queer” refusal, no doubt – of 
clear-cut artistic binaries and hierarchies. My reading is invested, in other words, in O’Hara’s 
rebuke of one of Western art’s fundamental principles: the idea, as Michel Foucault explains, 
that “verbal signs and visual representations are never given at once. An order always 
hierarchizes them, running from the figure to discourse or from discourse to the figure.23 
“Collaborative” becomes an apt description for range of non-binary, multidirectional 
relations through which O’Hara reconciles the visual and verbal arts – figure and discourse –  
in these poems. O’Hara’s collaborative ekphrases hinge on a complex sense of negotiation 
and reciprocity between poetry and painting, writer and artist. As a result, they invite a 
reevaluation of the lyric subject; when O’Hara’s collaborative ekphrases incorporate multiple 
participants and forms of expression, they no longer prioritize the singular voice or vision of 
lyric tradition. And when, as Vera John-Steiner summarizes, such a collaborative practice 
involves this “juxtaposition and joint exploration of ideas,” it ultimately leads us to “a new 
paradigm in art.”24  
II. “Passing Things”: Collaboration, Translation, Duplicity 
 The legendary collaborative status so far ascribed to O’Hara is actually vested within 
a larger narrative about his “New York School” circle. A comprehensive account of this 
phenomenon, New York School Collaborations: The Color of Vowels, paints a picture of lively 
collaborative activity across two generations of poets, distilling an eclectic group of authors 




School more convincing than most, however, is that its force is centrifugal. Unlike many 
narratives about poetic coteries determined by others, the New York School collaboration 
tale substantially originates with the group itself, and its roots lie in the Summer 1961 
“Special Collaborations Issue” of the limited-edition small journal Locus Solus (II), compiled 
in France by John Ashbery and edited by Kenneth Koch. 
 Though the journal’s circulation was concentrated, its latitude was vast both literally 
– given its conceptual and geographical scope – and figuratively, given its import for our 
subsequent understanding of the New York School as a poetic fraternity. According to 
Andrew Epstein: “As an anthology, as a demonstration of taste and aesthetics and as a 
justification of their own experiments, [Locus Solus II] can now be seen as a kind of quiet 
statement of purpose issued by a group loath to express any sort of program.”26 Showcasing 
thirty-six heterogeneous collaborations created by poets near and far – from America to 
England, China to France – as well as contemporary and canonical (Shakespeare, Donne, 
and Coleridge appear alongside Ashbery, Koch, and James Schuyler, Gregory Corso and 
William Burroughs) – the issue highlighted the New York School’s foremost commitments 
to diverse poetic influence and collectivity. “Poetry must be made by all. Not by one” reads 
the issue’s epigraph, in the original French by Lautrémont.27 In line with this organizing 
principle, the majority of works in the issue boast two authors or an author and translator; 
three, however (one by O’Hara and two by Thomas Chatterton) do not. These poems, as 
Koch explains in his editorial note, were created by poets working with already existing 
languages – French, in the case of O’Hara’s sole poem “Choses Passagères.” Their inclusion 
initially seems curious, for they do not neatly align either with the volume’s other 




three works, a single author serves as writer and translator. Why, then, should “Choses 
Passagères” be included?  
 A provisional answer is that the poem functions as a statement about the creative 
process itself. Written entirely in French as a collage of nonsensical phrases, “Choses 
Passagères” (CP 221-22) illuminates the act of writing poetry as an inherently collaborative 
exercise. While not a collaboration in the strictest sense, the poem nevertheless conceives of 
language as an embodied thing: a subject to and ally in the creative process. Writing in a 
foreign tongue, O’Hara exaggerates the idea that language is a ready-made, publicly available 
partner to the writing process; rather than something the poet has completely mastered, the 
foreign language is something which he must contend and negotiate, not unlike a more 
conventional collaborative partner. Through “Choses Passagères,” then, O’Hara emphasizes 
poetry’s dialogism, suggesting that no author ever truly writes alone. There is an attendant 
sense that language itself is not something remote or “poetic” (that is, available only to an 
elite group of designated “poets”) but a shared, living thing. As “Choses Passagères” 
effectively foregrounds, poetry is always a collaborative endeavor because it involves the 
quotidian encounters and transactions on which language itself is predicated.  
 The poem’s transactional significance extends to the audience as well. As the poem is 
written without accompanying translation for a journal with a largely American readership, 
non-fluent readers would have to substantially engage with the words, like O’Hara before 
them (though in reverse, from French to English) in order to grasp their meaning. Reading 
the poem thus becomes as much a collaborative practice as writing it. “Choses Passagères” 
places reader and writer in a direct relationship where they are forced to contend and 




account of the poem clarifies the rewards of pursuing this collaborative reading practice. 
One of the few O’Hara scholars to have attended carefully to the work, Epstein fortuitously 
discovered that the poem, “consists largely of idiomatic phrases lifted from the [1951 edition 
of Cassell’s French-English English-French] dictionary in alphabetical order, stitched together 
only by the poet’s act of selection.”28 In retracing O’Hara’s process, Epstein (and we readers) 
becomes a dynamic part of it; we gain greater knowledge of the work only by becoming 
O’Hara’s collaborators.   
 But as a collaborator O’Hara can, in the word’s other sense, betray us. That O’Hara 
writes in French is particularly appropriate in this regard, given that the militaristic definition 
of “collaborator” was predominantly linked to Nazi-sympathizers in France during World 
War II. For even if we succeed in unearthing O’Hara’s poetic process, as Epstein does, the 
poem’s meaning ultimately remains elusive or misleading: its language is fraught by excess, 
mired between literal and idiomatic expression. Epstein explains, citing the poem’s 
exemplary first line: 
 [J’écorche l’anguille par la queue, peut-être un noeud 
 d’anguille, ou il y a anguille sous roche] 
 
Though the literal meaning (“I peel the eel by the tail”) is often less ‘correct’ as far as 
French goes, than the idiom (“I begin this thing at the wrong end”), it remains 
shimmering behind the figurative […] No translation, of course, can adequately 
represent the full experience of such a text, which depends on moving from French 
into English, aware of the interplay of the literal and idiomatic meanings in both and 
between both. Thus, the poem remains virtually untranslatable. It is impossible to 
transfer the French to English without loss and change, just as it is impossible to say 
what the single, univocal meaning of any given line is.29 
 
Epstein’s insight into what “Choses Passagères” reveals about translation and, by extension, 
collaboration is crucial. Expanding upon it, “Choses Passagères” implies that the relationship 




they challenge the expectation of univocality and undermine conventional notions of 
authorship by both denying a writer’s complete authority over language and by pointing to 
the reader’s double role as recipient and co-creator of the work. And all collaborations are 
translational because they require negotiation and take shape in liminal space. Moreover, the 
between-ness that inheres in both translational and collaborative processes at once entails 
deficit (Epstein’s “loss and change”) but also procures a certain surplus: multiple meanings. 
The poem’s very title “Passing Things” synthesizes these senses of loss, transience, and 
transaction.  
 Discussing poetry as “dialogic play,” Christopher Klen develops a related sense of 
the overlap between translation and collaboration, noting how the “collaborative process of 
translation [is] part of both the poets’ apprenticeship in creative transposition and their 
induction in a community between cultures.”30 This “induction in a community between 
cultures” happens in two ways through O’Hara’s poem. O’Hara and his poem are not just 
situated in a linguistic “community between cultures,” as Epstein’s account makes clear, but 
are also situated in an artistic “community between cultures” as well. Beyond the immediate 
text at hand, the poem actually encompasses another sort of cultural translation, 
interrogating the relation between the literal and figurative in an aesthetic sense – the 
relation, that is, between visual and verbal systems. Neither Epstein’s account nor the Locus 
Solus printing disclose that two manuscript versions of “Choses Passagères” reference 
contemporary painters. A footnote in The Collected Poems reveals that the first manuscript, 
originally dated to 1955, has “Magritte” and the second has “Picabia: Je revois en souvenir 




detail, especially given the complexity of the poem as is, this discovery is valuable for several 
interconnecting reasons.  
 First, engaging O’Hara’s external painterly referents enhances our interpretive lens 
for his poems. We can, for instance, reconsider the exchange between literal and figurative 
scales in “Choses 
Passagères” as an 
homage to or 
reproduction of 
issues central to 
René Magritte’s 
painting. The poem 
then  functions as 
O’Hara’s attempt to 
do with the dual 
registers of language what Magritte repeatedly evokes with his witty juxtapositions of words 
and actual images in works like his infamous “The Treachery of Images” (Ceci N’est Pas Un 
Pipe) (Figure 1). Notably, that work was displayed for the first time in the United States at 
the Sidney Janis Gallery’s Words vs. Images show in 1954 – which O’Hara surely would have 
seen – the year before he wrote “Choses Passagères.” 32   Like O’Hara’s poem, “The 
Treachery of Images” centrally revolves around the collaboration, in both senses, of visual 
and verbal signifying systems.  
 In its attempt to sever the sign from the signified, Magritte’s painting underlines the 
tension between description (word) and representation (image) even as it affirms their 
Fig. 1 René Magritte, The Treachery of Images, 1929, oil on canvas, 





interrelation, so that it necessarily and even titularly entails betrayal or deception. “The 
operation,” Michel Foucault writes in his short book on the painting, “is a calligram that 
Magritte has secretly constructed, then carefully unraveled. Each element of the figure, their 
reciprocal position and their relationship derive from this process, annulled as soon as it has 
been accomplished.”33 W.J.T. Mitchell further suggests that Magritte’s “metapictur[e] elicit[s] 
not just a double vision, but a double voice, and a double relation between language and 
visual experience” and wants to portray “the fissure in representation itself.”34 Magritte’s 
work, like O’Hara’s, is about the ramifications of double-ness that attend translation and 
inter-artistic collaboration, which always include the possibility of duplicity and 
communicative failure. Insofar as O’Hara’s poem and Magritte’s painting pursue these same 
ideological questions, they exhibit what Vera John-Steiner calls “conceptual 
complementarity,” and the “strength of these partnerships is as much in their common 
vision as in their complementary abilities.”35 “Choses Passagères” might thus be seen as a 
conceptual collaboration with Magritte as much as with the French language.  
 While Magritte and O’Hara’s works share a “common vision,” however, the poem 
also raises the issue that inter-artistic translation or collaboration inevitably confronts an 
incongruity of media. On one hand O’Hara’s poem, to borrow from Foucault’s analysis of 
word-image relations, “toys with the fullness of language….and profits from the extra 
richness of language that allows us to say different things with a single word.”36 On the other 
hand, the “redundance” of Magritte’s painting “rests on a relation of exclusion,” such that it 
“never speaks and represents at the same moment.”37 The several limitations of poetic and 
painterly “complementary” are therefore important and even central to the exchange 




meaning is, as Foucault posits, fundamentally opposed to the instability of Magritte’s 
medium, imagery, which relies on exclusion of meaning. Furthermore, though Sandra Zalman 
has argued that “Magritte’s disjunctive sets unite objects and words in a way that undercuts 
discourse, not allowing them to amount to anything more substantive than their painted 
qualities,”38 O’Hara’s ability to replicate this visual disjunction in language can only ever be 
partial. Despite the poet’s efforts similarly to “undercut” meaningful discourse through a 
nonsensical collage of idiomatic phrases, the poem can never fully eclipse its discursive 
nature: it cannot be pared down to any surface “painted qualities.” And finally, as Micah 
Mattix points out in an important corrective to discussions that equate painterly and poetic 
surfaces, the two are always irreconcilable. “In painting criticism,” Mattix notes, “‘surface’ is 
used to refer to the artist’s use of the horizontal and perpendicular dimensions of the 
canvas.”39  To put it simply: though O’Hara’s poetic medium allows for conceptual parity or 
semblance, it can never achieve the painting’s actual substantive or material texture. This 
understanding may illuminate the second reference attached to “Choses Passagères”: Francis 
Picabia’s I See Again in Memory My Dear Udnie. Picabia’s painting is a work that equally 
attempts to capture the quality of one art (Udnie’s dance) through the medium of another 
but can never do so completely both because the “memory” on which it operates is already 
at a remove and because the painting’s stasis cannot realize the dancer’s temporal fluidity. 
Though “Choses Passagères” may ultimately reflect and probe the divisions between and 
limitations of the arts, O’Hara never attempts to resolve or unify them; instead, and like 
many inter-artistic collaborations, he simply places them in dialectic relation.  
 The second implication of the poem’s external references therefore becomes clearer: 




Passagères,” then the poem is not just a statement about translation or the collaborative 
process, generally, but also about the relation between painting and poetry, specifically. The 
poem takes as its partial subject certain longstanding disputes about the “sister arts” and 
ekphrasis: debates about similitude and otherness; representation and mimesis; the ineffable 
and the observable; the temporal and spatial, etc. In this regard, “Choses Passagères” might 
also bear in mind Magritte’s Le Faux Miror (The False Mirror) – a work that seems to 
summarize these aesthetic debates by its title alone. O’Hara’s poem is, after all, not quite a 
true reflection of Magritte’s literal and figurative interplay. The poem’s dedication to John 
Ashbery also proves appropriate, as its inter-artistic concerns resonate with those found in 
much of Ashbery’s own work, including his later, seminal poem “Self-Portrait in a Convex 
Mirror” (revisited in Chapter 3).  
 Once we begin to resituate “Choses Passagères” within this inter-artistic symposium, 
we align it with the larger body of poems like Ashbery’s and many of O’Hara’s own that 
rehearse such concerns. O’Hara’s “To Larry Rivers” (CP 128), with its familiar “You do 
what I can only name” lament, and his “Why I am Not a Painter” (discussed at greater 
length in Chapter 2) (CP 261-62) are prototypical explorations of the theme.40 While such 
associations are inevitable, however, I resist total conflation, for the basic but distinctive 
reason that “Choses Passagères” – unlike O’Hara’s more obvious ekphrastic works like “On 
Seeing Larry Rivers’ Washington Crossing the Delaware at the Museum of Modern Art” (CP 233) 
or “Digression on [Pollock’s] Number 1, 1948” (CP 260) – fails to immediately announce its 
visual stimuli. As a result, “Choses Passagères” and the group of early poems that have 
paintings ascribed to them in manuscript form open themselves up to a different, if parallel, 




a “collaborative practice,” to invoke Mark Silverberg’s definition, that “highlight[s] the 
performative and social interactions that take place when two or more artists work together 
to produce a text.”41 Examining them in this light takes seriously the inclusion of “Choses 
Passagères” in the Locus Solus collaborations issue as an interpretive key to understanding the 
work.  
III. Relational Frames: Visual-Verbal Exchange in O’Hara’s Early Ekphrases 
 In addition to “Choses Passagères,” the poems I have been describing include (with 
their referent and date): “Form and Utterance” (Marcel Duchamp, 1951); “Female Torso” 
(Aristide Maillol, 1952); “Elegy” [Ecstatic in anguish over lost days] (Max Beckmann, Still 
Life with Fish 1952); “Elegy” [Salt water and faces dying] (Paul Klee, Around the Fish, 1926); 
“Poem [The rich cubicle’s enclosure]” (Wyndham Lewis, 1952); “The Apricot Season” 
(Francis Picabia, Udnie, 1953); “Barbizon” (Paul Delvaux, 1953); “Homosexuality” (Max 
Ensor, Self Portrait With Masks, 1954); “Anacrostic” (René Bouché, 1954); “Portrait” (Giorgio 
de Chirico, 1954); “Music,” (Ilaria del Carretto [by Jacopo della Quercia], 1954); “The State of 
Washington” (Mark Tobey, Red Man-White Man-Black Man, 1954); “Poem” [The eyelid has its 
storms] (Jackson Pollock/Andre Masson, 1955); “Qu’est-ce-que de Nous!” (Georges 
Mathieu, 1956).” Among these, “Homosexuality” and “Music” have received critical 
attention. Most of these poems, however – like most collaborations, it should be noted –  
are considered “minor” contributions to O’Hara’s oeuvre and have therefore been 
underserved.  
 Marjorie Perloff briefly notes in her monograph that a “group of poems inspired by 
art can be classified as meditations on particular paintings with the intent of ‘translating’ the 




constitute the group, she does count O’Hara’s “Poem (The eyelid has its storms…)” (CP 
223) for Jackson Pollock among them and compares it to the quite clearly ekphrastic “On 
Seeing Larry Rivers’ Washington Crossing the Delaware at the Museum Art.” Of the Pollock 
poem she notes: “As a commentary on one of Pollock’s ‘all-over’ paintings, this is an 
effective poem, but I wonder if it can be said to lead a life of its own”; the Rivers poem is 
viewed more favorably, as it “absorb[s] the spirit of the painting thoroughly enough to 
become independent.”43 But such “independence” may not be the point at all, for it is 
precisely in viewing these poems as engaged in an interdependent collaborative practice with 
the artworks they meditate that makes them both compelling and worthy of sustained 
consideration. We shall see how the intricate inter-artistic exchanges in several of these 
works operate.  
 Before turning to them, however, the central question these poems raise from an 
editorial and reception standpoint merits further reflection: must we or should we know that 
these poems draw inspiration from particular artists or works? These questions impinge, of 
course, on larger issues of authorial intention – a particularly tricky thing (if not an irrelevant 
one) to resolve in O’Hara’s case, as he was notoriously uninterested in his work’s 
preservation and most of his poems were published posthumously. Donald Allen admits in 
his editor’s note to the second collected volume he produced, Frank O’Hara: Poems Retrieved: 
“When I set out to edit the Collected Poems in the late sixties I felt I had little or no indication 
of what O’Hara himself might have included in such a volume had he lived – apart, that is, 
from the poems he had already published in books and magazines.”44 In compiling two 




material and manuscript marginalia. What is surprising, however, is that his two volumes 
present alternative editorial choices.  
 Though Allen relegates the painterly designations to the footnotes of The Collected 
Poems – available if sought out, but easily ignored – he includes them directly below the 
poem in the later, comparatively slight Poems Retrieved. In the latter volume, for instance, 
(Guston: Painting, 1954) is designated below “[Now It Seems Far Away and Gentle]” (PR 
160). The other poems in this volume bear their own context, most often the place and date 
of writing (e.g. Ann Arbor, May 1951) – details included, again, only in The Collected Poems’ 
footnotes. The exclusion of any immediate background with the works in The Collected Poems 
may defer to O’Hara’s own reticence to explain his work. In one of the few instances that 
the poet offered any “Note” on his work, for his surrealist “Second Avenue,” (CP 139) he 
expressed hesitation, writing that he gave “more identification of the subject matter (in some 
cases just a last name) than I wanted in the poem itself because it is beside the poem’s point 
in most cases.”45 Still, “in most cases” does not a hard and fast editorial rule make. 
Moreover, the inclusion of contextual details with the works in Poems Retrieved not only 
signals a specific recognition that the painting/painter integrally matters to our reception of 
the poem but also stresses the centrality of the visual arts and other external events to 
O’Hara’s poetic practice. Rather than heeding the poet’s interpretive restraint, Allen’s 
immediate inclusion of external references in Poems Retrieved more forcefully underscores the 
contextual parameters of O’Hara’s work, including its infamously spontaneous and 
interdisciplinary spirit.  
 Incidentally, the split in editorial practice between Allen’s two volumes reflects 




subsequent decision to make contextual details auxiliary in The Collected Poems ironically lends 
credence to a New Critical, autotelic view of poetry (one Perloff’s account notably 
reproduces) that O’Hara and his contemporaries ostensibly sought to redress. Perhaps this 
intimates that O’Hara and Allen’s view of poetry was more ambivalent toward the formalist 
“autotelic” position than is often allowed. By contrast, Allen’s choice to foreground external 
context in Poems Retrieved debunks the fiction of artistic autonomy and aligns more closely 
with our conventional sense of the avant-garde. Though both editorial choices have merit, 
the immediate inclusion of painterly referents found in Poems Retrieved is undoubtedly more 
valuable, as it can both extend our 
interpretive lens for individual poems 
and broaden the range of works through 
which we consider O’Hara’s interest in 
the visual arts.  
  Of the specific poems I have 
delineated, “Homosexuality” (CP 181-
82) is the most well-known. Its opening 
line, “So we are taking off our masks, 
are we, and keeping / our mouths shut? 
as if we’d been pierced by a glance” 
appears in numerous critical accounts, 
often in service of discussions about 
O’Hara’s gay identity and 1950s cultural 
mores that compelled closeted-ness. The poem certainly distills these meanings on its own 
Fig. 2 James Ensor, Self-Portrait with Masks, 1899, 
oil on canvas, 120 x 80 cm. Komaki, Japan, 




terms; its opening metaphors of masking, imposed silence, and surveillance are indicative. A 
few scholars have, however, pointed out that the poem’s manuscript references James 
Ensor’s Self Portrait with Masks (Figure 2). Nevertheless, they often fail to elaborate on its 
significance.46   
 Brian Glavey’s reading of the poem counters this tendency. Noting the Ensor 
designation, Glavey situates the poem within a larger discussion of the poet’s negotiation of 
his sexuality through lyric ekphrasis. O’Hara’s ekphrasis, he argues, “looks to the intersection 
of the verbal and the visual as an important site for the transformation of the association of 
homosexuality with spectacle and simulacrum, both resisting and indulging in the imposition 
of silence through his poetry.”47 In terms of “Homosexuality,” more specifically, Glavey 
suggests both that the poem, “can be read as an exchange between poet and silent 
interlocutor [and] also between a poet and painting” and that the poem’s “ambiguous first-
person plural” represents a “guarded” and “strategic identification with works of art [that] 
allows O’Hara to approach the love that dare not speak its name by striving toward the 
condition of the visual rather than the verbal.”48 Glavey’s pivotal insight lies in linking 
ekphrastic practice to a desire for sameness or resemblance (i.e. homoerotic desire). 
Ekphrasis has, of course, long been predicated on and frustrated by this a desire for 
sameness in its attempts to achieve poetic mimesis. “Homosexuality” effectively recodes this 
aesthetic orientation in the sexuo-social domain through O’Hara’s identification with the 
male subject of the painting.  
 Leaving aside the erotic implication, however, an aesthetic desire for sameness 
prioritizes the force of the visual over the verbal, implying that the channel of identification 




that the “condition of the visual” is something O’Hara’s poem “strives” toward, reinstating 
(perhaps unwittingly) an aesthetic hierarchy. 49  Yet this suggestion demands further 
complication. For though in the celebrated opening lines of the poem the penetrating force 
of being seen (“as if we’d been pierced by a glance”) precipitates silence (“keeping our 
mouths shut”), the poem reverses these terms in the course of its movement. By the poem’s 
end, the reflexive, visual act of “admiring oneself” – of seeing and being seen – prompts 
verbal outcry, a final quotation: “‘It’s a summer day, and I wanted to be wanted more than 
anything else in the world.’” The end of the poem re-inscribes the potency and presence of 
speech. This suggests not just that the verbal medium “strives toward” the condition of the 
visual, but that the visual medium also leads back to the verbal. The poem privileges neither 
speech nor sight but moves back and forth between them.  
 The structural logic of “Homosexuality,” like that of “Choses Passagères,” is 
complementarity rather than homology – a juxtaposition of sameness and difference. This is 
also a central conceit of Ensor’s painting, in which depictions of artificial masks and the 
painter’s real face are at once distinct and virtually indistinguishable. In this vein, as well, the 
poem’s couplets hold related but oppositional forces in counterbalance: “without reproach 
and without hope”; the wild “drunken and credulous” 14th Street and the quieter  53rd “at 
rest”; “the good” and the “inept”; “up and down.” The poem ostensibly “tall[ies] up the 
merits of each” without finally arbitrating between them. The middle of the poem 
particularly reveals this crux. A subtle but telling shift occurs when one of O’Hara’s lines 
“starts like ice” and ends “in the rain.” The poem’s juxtaposition of opposites here has less 
to do with substance than with form: in “ice” and “rain,” the material retains its substance, 




 This understanding equally motivates the syntactic parity of the two lines “It is the 
law of my own voice I shall investigate” and “It’s wonderful to admire oneself with complete 
candor.” The poet’s act of investigating his “voice” runs parallel to the painterly act of 
looking at oneself: self-portraiture. Yet these processes, like ice and rain, are alike in 
substance but not in form. The use of the personal pronoun (“I”) in the former declaration 
and the more detached, impersonal “oneself” may intimate the distinction. O’Hara’s act of 
writing – investigating his lyric voice – is similar but not fully equated to Ensor’s self-
portraiture, perhaps because it never achieves the same “complete candor.” Here, as in 
“Choses Passagères,” the poet demonstrates enthusiasm for inter-artistic connection but also 
retains what Monika Gehlawat has called O’Hara’s “medium-boundedness”; poetry and 
painting, as Gehlawat describes, “emerge in terms of their own medium-specificity and, as 
such, can be set into conversation…without collapsing the formal distinctions that advance 
the stakes of each particular art practice.”50 As in “Choses Passagères,” where the limits of 
O’Hara’s medium come up against those of Magritte’s own, “Homosexuality” also delineates 
the contours that divide poetry from painting even as it places them in conversation.   
 The poem’s artist figures (O’Hara and Ensor) – a collective “we” with which the 
poem starts out – engage in an act of self-creation that is both common and distinct. This 
unified “we” even dissolves into a proliferation of “Is” at the poem’s end, a corollary to the 
painting’s composite but individuated series of masks (and “eyes”). The subject of the poem 
is neither quite plural nor singular. Fittingly, the lyric speaker of the poem’s final embedded 
quotation is ambiguous or masked. Like the infamous concluding quote of John Keats’s 
“Ode on a Grecian Urn,” O’Hara’s own is equivocally internal and external, singular and 




collective and individual identity therefore inheres in the poem not just through the 
quotation but through its ability to reimagine asynchronous artistic moments – Ensor 
painting in 1899 and O’Hara’s writing in 1954 – as a synchronic event. In O’Hara’s poem, 
portrait artist and poet comprise at once a collective body in pursuit of a joint artistic 
endeavor (a collaborative visual-verbal project) and also remain autonomous selves who 
work through different media. Complicating the subject’s status in this poem, O’Hara not 
only breaks down the hierarchy between art forms but also disrupts the image of the solitary 
artist that traditionally underlies both lyric poetry and self-portraiture – a convention that 
Robert Creeley’s own literary self-portraiture further dismantles, as we shall see in Chapter 3.  
 Furthermore, when O’Hara re-imagines Ensor’s self-portrait and O’Hara’s lyric 
poem as synchronic artistic events, the individual artworks are no longer afforded their 
status as distinct or distant artifacts. Ensor’s self-portrait, in other words, is no longer an 
object on the wall to be passively admired but is bound up in the work of O’Hara’s poem. 
As such, “Homosexuality” accords with Michael Davidson’s understanding of the “painterly 
poem” in which “a painting serves to trigger a series of reflections,” but the poetic 
“working-out discovers the uneasy status of the painting regarded as an object. In order to 
render the instability of this artifact, the poet becomes a reader of the painter’s activity of 
signifying…[which] function[s] to produce a new text.”51 The “new text” that emerges 
through O’Hara’s poem relies equally on visual and verbal modes of signification. And when 
the poem denies the independent status of the painterly object on which it reflects, we as 
readers have to renege our a priori understanding of the relationship between the works. The 




O’Hara’s poem-paintings with Norman Bluhm, “in which the audience becomes alternately 
viewers and readers.”52  
 Written only four months after “Homosexuality,” in July 1954, O’Hara’s “Portrait” 
(CP 205) extends many of the former work’s concerns but initiates a series of more elaborate 
exchanges between poetry and painting, language and vision, subjective and collective 
experience. The Italian metaphysical painter Giorgio de Chirico’s The Song of Love is written at 
the bottom of the poem’s manuscript. O’Hara’s title “Portrait” also seems to reference 
another De Chirico painting, his Portrait of Guillaume Apollinaire. Both the Portrait and The Song 
of Love prominently feature a bust of Apollo and belong to a series of paintings on the figure 
of the Poet. The titles of the two works intimate further reciprocity between the verbal and 
the visual realms: while the painting depicts a verbal act –  a “Song of Love,” or what in 
might be called in poetry an “ode” – the poem depicts the visual act of portraiture. Each 
title’s work belies its own media, suggesting that vision is as intrinsic to poetry as language is 
to visual art. Unlike “Homosexuality” or “Choses Passagères,” which position poetry and 
painting in a reciprocal relationship to better understand the boundaries of each, “Portrait” 
announces their transgressive fusion. It confirms, rather than Monica Gelawhat’s “medium-
boundedness,” Stephen Cheeke’s understanding “that sometimes the encounter with alterity 
takes on a special charge when it is not merely the occasion for the discovery of difference 
but a place of relation and thereafter the possibility of exchange.”53   
 The poem only strengthens this sense of visual-verbal confusion as it proceeds. Early 
on O’Hara writes of “glassy eyes” that “twitch with the utterability of dreams” (emphasis 
added). Perhaps the clearest instance, however, occurs in the lines “you are light for the 




allusive, recalling canonical figures like Homer and John Milton. O’Hara’s poem is, as much 
as De Chirico’s painting, a “Portrait” of the vaulted “Poet Figure” in the abstract. On the 
other hand, the poem’s imagery recalls that of De Chirico’s Portrait of Guillaume Apollinaire 
(Figure 3), where the bust of Apollo wears dark glasses, obscuring his sight. In this case, the 
allusion to the “blind poet” serves as a specific, personal reference to one of O’Hara’s 
literary heroes. There may also be a third allusion in this image that unites both the abstract 
and specific versions of the “Poet Figure”: the “blind” prophet Tiresias, who not only served 
Apollo, according to Homeric myth, but who was also the subject of Apollinaire’s 1903 play 
Les Mamelles de Tiresias (predating De Chirico’s paintings). In any of these iterations, the 
“blind poet” figure depicted in the painting 
and the poem is an exceptional character. 
Willard Bohn’s reading of the Apollinaire 
portrait is instructive:  
the modified bust of Apollo 
dominates…Although the dark glasses 
symbolize the innermost thoughts. 
Traditionally, blind poets were supposedly 
endowed with superior vision, and similarly, 
the blind soothsayer Tiresias received the 
gift of prophecy in return for his sight. The 
bust represents the (Apollonian) ‘Poet,’ 
therefore, who in his role as prophet and 
visionary strives to interpret human 
experience.54 
 
As Bohn suggests, blindness is not a deficit 
but a boon to the poetic process: it is 
directly tied to insight and vision. The 
“penetrating gaze” of blindness spurs language and language illuminates vision. The “blind 
Fig. 3  Giorgio de Chirico, Portrait of Guillaume 
Apollinaire, 1914, oil and charcoal on canvas, 65 




poet” is both a seer and speaker. The processes of language and vision are mutually 
entwined.  
 Lytle Shaw suggests that “O’Hara’s writing, like his collaborative artwork, insists on 
an internal frame of reference – a scene of production and reception – that severs the work 
from the fiction of a universalized audience.”55 This seems especially true of “Portrait,” not 
only because it performs a literal “scene of production and reception” – writing and seeing – 
through the exchange between poem and painting but also because its “internal frame of 
reference” to paintings and artists is dense, as the figure of the “blind poet” begins to 
demonstrate. More immediately, the mode of address in “Portrait” – like that in O’Hara’s 
collaborations, which their own bear intimate addresses to and inside jokes with friends or 
lovers – tends inward. When “Portrait” addresses itself to an audience, it is to a particular 
rather than a general one.  
 The poem’s pronouns clarify this inclination at the level of text. Unlike 
“Homosexuality,” which begins with the collective and even inclusive “we,” “Portrait” stages 
a more intimate conversation between an “I” and “you.” That the painting’s title is The Song 
of Love reinforces the poem’s sense of direct address: intimacy is crucial to both works. Still, 
the channels of identification within the poem remain obscure. There is an immediate sense 
that the “I” in O’Hara’s poem identifies with the Apollo figure of  De Chirico’s paintings: “I 
walked quietly with my flute among enormous thistles.” But the “you” this speaker addresses 
throughout the poem is vague. To whom does the poet speak? Is it De Chirico or another 
painter?56 Apollinaire? The viewer? Perhaps it includes any one of these. Despite this 
ambiguity, the familiarity between the two conversant figures is underscored in the poem’s 




syntax of the phrase “you are told me” is especially puzzling, suggesting a kind of 
(con)fusion between subject and object, the connection between them is confirmed by the 
poignant avowal “I believe you.” Though not readily available to those outside this colloquy, 
the “narratives” exchanged between the two are understood by both parties, demonstrating 
their mutual faith.  
 Beyond this intimate dialogue, internal references between the poem and painting 
proliferate. While some of the poem’s 
references, like the Apollo figure, may 
be clear to a broad readership, many 
depend on our understanding of the 
poem’s relationship to the De Chirico 
paintings. The seemingly misplaced 
“baseball glove” found in O’Hara’s 
poem may evoke the equally quotidian, 
out of place rubber glove of De 
Chirico’s painting (Figure 4). More 
striking, the layout of O’Hara’s poem on 
the page seems to reproduce the 
painting’s stark geometric lines and disjunction. In addition to the first line which is cleaved 
in half, “Not to be gathered again,” the poem employs ample white space between its lines 
(seen often in later O’Hara, but less prominent in his early work). These visual-textual effects 
serve to replicate the painting’s prevailing sense of disconnection.57O’Hara also evokes De 
Chirico’s (proto)surrealism through his descriptions of “dreams / induced by dope” and 
Fig. 4 Giorgio de Chirico, The Song of Love, 1914, 




lurid, if disorienting, imagery of “a mirage disappeared / of beasts following me to a bar.” 
O’Hara’s network of references here are at once mythic, art historical, and personal in sliding 
scale.  
 Another crucial layer of poetic reference is the Biblical. Opening on a “solemn 
couch” (perhaps suggesting a pew), the poem portrays the Christ-like sacrifice of its central 
blind poet figure, who is followed by a mob of “beasts” “carrying a cross.” The poem 
ominously intones: “Soon there will be a wound.” That the visionary poet will “soon” be 
wounded in O’Hara’s poem recalls Willard Bohn’s interpretation of De Chirico’s painting, in 
which the figure serves to interpret human experience. The painting and poem similarly 
educe the Biblical (and no doubt arch-Modernist) trope of a violent mob or contemporary 
mass indifferent to extraordinary vision – here secular artistic, more than spiritual vision –
revealing the utter bleakness of humanity. Estrangement and dissolution pervade both 
works. De Chirico’s metaphysical painting bespeaks the human experience as fragmented 
and broken through its incoherent earthly conceits: a ball, a rubber glove. The bust of the 
Apollonian artist appears forlorn in this desolate scene. O’Hara’s poem echoes the 
Apollonian figure’s despair through apostrophe, when the poetic speaker cries out in 
desperation: “O certainties / of being despised and sick.” The poem and painting stage a 
confrontation between the prophetic poet and his stark, callous milieu. Ultimately, however, 
the works and especially O’Hara’s poem suggest that the artist figure might redress this 
hostility and estrangement through a Christological sacrifice of his visionary art. As in the 
Christian allegory, the final “wound” in O’Hara’s poem is regenerative: “belief will be able to 
leave its station.” The final “leave its station” may also denote the train, a symbol of 




be leaving a station. Despite the encroaching and disordered “certainties” of the modern 
world – at once De Chirico’s and O’Hara’s – the timeless blind poet imbued with 
extraordinary vision advances “belief.” If many modernist works descend into pessimism, 
O’Hara’s poem optimistically considers the redemptive power of the artist and his art.  
 Mutlu Konuk Blasing has noted that O’Hara routinely depicts “the artist as a self-
destructive, sacrificial figure. She writes: “it is the characteristic of the avant-garde to absorb 
and transform disparate qualities not normally associated with art, for the artist to take 
within him the violence and evil of his times and come out with something.”58 Though the 
final “wound” in “Portrait” is externally imposed, the poem nevertheless announces itself as 
a representation of this sacrificial artist figure. That it intimately shares this symbolism with 
De Chirico’s painting also suggests why O’Hara might have been drawn to it. It is precisely 
through the exchange between poem and painting – invoking as it does another artwork and 
other artists including De Chirico and Apollinaire – that O’Hara seems to imagine not just 
that a singular, but that a collective group of artists endowed with extraordinary language and 
vision – a remarkable avant-garde – will save us. 
 Assembling an eclectic artistic coterie through their own individual addresses to 
painters or poets, O’Hara’s later sequence of Odes – the subject of Chapter 2 – extend this 
idea. Thematically, the poems (the earliest of which date to 1957) often resonate with the 
end of “Portrait” inasmuch as their depiction of the individual artist dissolves into a vision 
of collective faith. In the stunning last lines of the autobiographical “Ode to Michael 
Goldberg (‘s Birth and Other Births)” (CP 290-98) for instance, poetic enunciation and 
individual pain become a vehicle for collective freedom: “and one alone will speak of being / 




figure in the Goldberg Ode, as in “Portrait,” deconstructs the Romantic ideal of the 
individual artistic genius. Rather than achieve the transcendence or immortality that that 
ideal supposes, the individual artist in O’Hara’s work is, as John Wilkerson has noted, 
“chastened and reduced from its primitive authority to a mortal, social humanity.”59 This is 
striking not just as a rejoinder to lyric Romantic tradition, as Wilkinson’s reading implies, but 
also because it again vests O’Hara’s writing within the very terms of collaborative artistic 
practice: a “mortal, social humanity.” And this should make sense, as O’Hara’s Odes are not 
stand alone poems, though they appear so in The Collected Poems; they were initially conceived 
as a collaboration with Goldberg himself, as we shall soon see in detail. The artist figure of 
Odes is already, in an important sense, a collaborative subject.   
IV. Reincorporating the Eye: O’Hara’s Poetry “Made by All” 
 In “Portrait,” “Homosexuality,” and “Choses Passagères,” the work of art – both the 
physical product and its process – is never autonomous; it is always relational. Poetry and 
painting, language and vision, continually inform and contend with each other. The artist 
figures in these works incline toward multiplicity rather than singularity. In these poems 
O’Hara elucidates a mode of ekphrastic relation that assumes neither the hierarchical 
primacy of one art form or another nor their incontrovertible antagonism. His collaborative 
ekphrases participate in what art philosopher Noël Caroll describes as an ‘artistic 
interanimation’ wherein “artistic creativity results from interanimating artforms – from 
importing strategies, aims, and values from one artistic tradition (not necessarily of one’s 
own culture) into another.”60 Still, other of O’Hara’s poems in this early group of ekphrases 




a distinctive mode of creativity Caroll terms “hybridization”: “the yoking together of two or 
more heretofore distinct styles or genres.”61  
 O’Hara’s 1953 “Barbizon,” (CP 130-31) written with Paul Delvaux in mind is 
characteristic of this hybrid approach. Though the manuscript does not specify a particular 
Delvaux work, the poem’s references to a “pulsating swan” and a figure “clutching me 
delicately, pale hair” suggest the surrealist painter’s 1948 Leda (Figure 5). In addition to this 
Delvaux reference, however, the work’s title “Barbizon” also alludes to the late 19th century 
French school of painters whose innovative landscapes posed a rebuke to academic tradition 
and served as a template for the later 
Impressionists by representing nature in 
its immediate rather than composed 
state. O’Hara’s poetic landscape in 
“Barbizon” draws on these composite 
painterly models, aligning the realistic or 
naturalistic vistas of the titular 19th 
century artists with the theatrical and 
dream-like ones of Surrealists like 
Delvaux.  
 As result of its equally real and 
surreal properties, the relation of the 
lyric subject and its environs recalls both 
that found in the Barbizon School 
painters’ landscapes and that found in the Surrealists’ own. In O'Hara's poem, lyric self and 
Fig. 5 Paul Delvaux, Leda, 1948, oil on board, 





landscape – figure and ground – come mutually into being. The lyric subject initially seems 
to create the poetic landscape through an act of volition, even of writing (“spelling”):  
The forest sprang up around me 
there in the fertile valley where  
I lay nakedly spelling  
the sleep of flags. 
 
 As in much Surrealism, the unconscious self here gives provisional order to the “fertile” 
landscape of the mind. The lyric “I,” after all, is an omniscient figure. “I appeared as a 
bridge,” O’Hara writes, above the swan “shakin[g] herself on the long waters.” Yet the 
speaker’s omniscience is quickly tempered by the order of the natural world, when the 
speaker reveals he is merely a “bridge over which / the sky was estimating and establishing” 
(emphasis added). Thus, the ground now educes the figure in its purview, as in the Barbizon 
School artists’ portrayals of nature. The “forest,” the poem continues, “clutche[s] me 
delicately.” The lyric self simultaneously composes the external landscape and is 
(re)composed by it. “I” and landscape – figure and ground –  are both insecurely situated. As 
in Delvaux’s canvas – where the juxtaposition of a steel bridge and the ancient myth of Leda 
and the swan evinces a violent dislocation – the “bridge” and urban “road” in O’Hara’s 
poem are at odds with its woodland scene, suggesting again that the “I” is dislocated and in 
transit, rent in its place.  
 This presages the relation between the “I” and the landscape found in O’Hara’s later 
and more well-known “Joe’s Jacket” (CP 329) In that poem the “I,” entraining to 
Southhampton” with the visual artist Jasper Johns (“Jap”) and “Vincent” (Warren the dancer 
but perhaps also allusively Van Gogh), “see[s] life as a penetrable landscape lit from above / 




sort of cloud or a gust of wind.” He both observes the scene at a remove and finds himself 
reconfigured through it as a “cloud” or “gust” – a transient interlocutor. As in “Barbizon,” 
the natural and the artificial, the pastoral and the urban, the real and surreal are adjoined in 
the poem, and the lyric self emerges amid these competing, hybrid forces.  
 In “Barbizon,” the lyric “I” even accrues within it these disjunctions, beginning to 
gather collective force. As in “Homosexuality” and “Portrait,” the artist figure in “Barbizon” 
multiplies. Within the poem, the singular “pulsating swan” observed at a remove toward the 
work’s beginning (and in Delvaux’s painting) is transformed by its end into plural “I” 
“flocking.” Portraying its plural bird figure, the poem’s final line – “I am flocking to you, / 
my beloved waves, where you waste / your breath in another part of the country” (16-18) – 
recalls the Whitmanic “I” in its distillation of intimacy and distance at once. Borne of 
disparate influences, extending from the 19th century to the contemporary, from the visual 
arts to poetry, the composite artists of “Barbizon” seem to be “flocking” together toward 
another distant addressee, “wast[ing] [its] breath in another part of the country,” waiting to 
be incorporated.  
 What “Barbizon” finally suggests, in David Shapiro’s terms, is that “great art is 
exactly a collaborative synthesis.”62 In “Barbizon,” as well as the other poems here, O’Hara 
elucidates ekphrastic poetry – and maybe all poetry – as a hybridization of disparate 
influences and media. Indeed, though the inter-artistic relations found in “Portrait,” 
“Homosexuality,” “Choses Passagères,” and "Barbizon" are idiosyncratic, they all incline 
toward the composite and dependent, rather than the individual and the isolated. In terms of 
the relation between poetry and painting, their axis is horizontal, rather than vertical. They 




reminding us again that poetry is “made by all,” not one. Though O’Hara is not engaged in a 
literal or physical collaboration with another artist in these poems, they nevertheless involve 
a comparable praxis, relying equally on perception and composition, observation and 
response. They embody a distinctive kind of “hands-off” collaborative method. In these 
poems, O’Hara dually performs what Joshua Wolf Shenk calls the roles of “generator” and 
“resonator,” revealing the “dichotomous [or collaborative] nature of the creative process 
itself.”63 Like the “I” of “Barbizon,” O’Hara plays an interactive, multiple role as a poet in 
these works: he is both writer and reader, artist and viewer. 
 At last, given the broad scope of artists and influences this small group of early 
poems engages, we may be inclined to invoke for it the oft-used metaphor in ekphrastic 
studies: that of a gallery or museum.64 James Heffernan’s account Museum of Words is 
synoptic; he argues that a collection of ekphrastic poetry evinces a “gallery of art constructed 
by language alone.” 65 The museum or gallery trope initially appears well suited, particularly 
as O’Hara spent so much time in real museums and galleries and came across many of the 
works and artists referenced by this group of poems in them. Yet if a museum or gallery has 
to do with mere display or gathering, the metaphor is seems too passive. Through his poetry, 
O’Hara does not simply help us imagine a collection of artworks and artists but becomes an 
active curator of them – a role he would indeed take on at MoMA. He plays a vital role in 
these images’ re-creation and (re)presentation.  
 A better description for O’Hara’s collaborative practice, then, might be his friend the 
painter Jane Freilicher’s description of MoMA’s permanent collection, which she once called 
a “dictionary of art” –  a nod to the depth and brilliance of the museum’s fine collection of 




formulation – an fitting inversion of Heffernan’s title – makes visual art equally constitutive, 
an idea O’Hara’s poetry affirms. Though his early ekphrastic poems serve as an outstanding 
aesthetic resource, they neither simply exhibit artworks for our view nor serve as a mere 
repository for them. Instead, his poem make the visual arts and artists active participants in a 
process of transmission, mediation, and exchange. O’Hara, in other words, does not just 
reveal artworks to us or evince them through language, he makes them come alive. As a 
“dictionary of art,” O’Hara poetry not only serves as a reminder of the active transactional 
processes collaborative works entail but also acts as an artistic and cultural compendium. 
O’Hara’s early ekphrastic poems highlight how the visual and verbal arts can together 
construct new, dynamic inter-texts.  
 Like a “dictionary of art,” O’Hara’s collaborative ekphrasis serves as guide to 
meaning-making across the arts, inviting deeper investigation of the liminal spaces and 
borders between them. Rather than a static or one-dimensional practice, his collaborative 
ekphrases consider multiple ways of reconciling word and image, both emphasizing the 
symbiotic relationships between them and mobilizing our sense of their divide. More than 
that, the lively interplay of arts in O’Hara’s early poems requires readers to engage rigorously 
with other modes of art in order to make sense of the works, inducting them, too, into 
O’Hara’s inter-artistic community. His poetry therefore becomes a profoundly collective 
enterprise. Most of all, these early poems portend the deliberate collaborative forms and 
visual-verbal experiments O’Hara would produce with artists like Norman Bluhm and 
Michael Goldberg in the ensuing years – “a crossover,” as the poet’s biographer Brad Gooch 
calls it, “for which he had been temperamentally primed by [the previous] five years in New 
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 ‘to refuse to be added up or divided’: Frank O’Hara and Michael Goldberg’s Odes  
I. Introduction 
 Sometime in 1952, a 26-year-old Frank O’Hara – fresh off the publication of his first 
volume of poetry A City Winter, and Other Poems (1951) and selling postcards at the front desk 
of MoMA  – met the young painter Michael Goldberg, then 28, at the infamous 8th street 
artists’ hangout “The Club.” Both Goldberg and O’Hara were habitués at “The Club,” a 
social and intellectual space central to the development of Abstract Expressionism and 
frequented by some of the movement’s biggest stars: Arshile Gorky, Willem de Kooning, 
Jackson Pollock, and Franz Kline. Though O’Hara had indeed made acquaintance with 
numerous of these painters and other poets at “The Club” and the nearby Cedar Tavern, 
perhaps no encounter proved as auspicious as the early ‘50s meeting between the two 
budding artists. According to their mutual friend, the painter Larry Rivers, “Frank practically 
made Michael Goldberg into an artist in the sense that he talked Mike Goldberg into the fact 
that he was a good painter.”1 And it was O’Hara who first “persuaded [John Bernard] Myers 
[of the Tibor de Nagy Gallery] to give Goldberg’s de Kooning-esque paintings their first 
show in October 1953.”2  By now, O’Hara and Goldberg’s friendship and generative artistic 
relationship has become engrained in critical lore, celebrated as it is in O’Hara’s well-known 
poems “Why I Am Not A Painter” and “Ode to Michael Goldberg (‘s Birth and Other 
Births).” While the latter work, the longest poem in the duo’s 1960 Odes collaboration, is 
formative to this chapter, the former merits brief consideration.  
 Among the most frequently anthologized and best-known of O’Hara’s poems, “Why 




Sardines (1955) and an untitled O’Hara poem.3 As a result, it has been a mainstay in critical 
accounts of O’Hara’s enduring preoccupation with inter-artistic relations. 4 Though such 
accounts are too numerous to record here, Hazel Smith’s valuation of the poem offers a 
particularly apt summary. The poem, she suggests, “enacts the relationship between painting 
and poetry as semiotic, social, and artistic exchange” and therefore exposes the “highly 
intertextual, collaborative nature of the creative process.”5 Undoubtedly, the same “highly 
intertextual, collaborative” process undergirds much of O’Hara’s work on the visual arts, as 
we have already seen in Chapter 1. Nevertheless to accept, alongside Smith, that “Why I Am 
Not A Painter” epitomizes O’Hara’s collaborative ethos is to accept that the poem 
synthesizes O’Hara’s understanding of how poems and paintings – as well as poets and 
painters – are mutually forged in relationship to each other. Consequently if, as Larry Rivers’ 
story goes, O’Hara somehow “made” Goldberg into an artist, then the poem that 
commemorates their collaborative partnership might equally depict Goldberg “making” 
O’Hara into a poet.  
 “Why I Am Not A Painter” (CP 261-262) centrally examines how artists and art get 
made. The short poem portrays an inter-artistic collaborative process that involves both 
surplus and negation. As “Days go by” over the course of the works’ mutual development, 
we witness “Mike” Goldberg insert and then delete the word “sardines” from his canvas, 
paring it down so that “All that’s left is just / letters” because ‘It was too much.’” A sense of 
superfluity equally plagues O’Hara. As much as Goldberg appears to struggle with “too 
much” text, O’Hara struggles with his verse’s overabundance of color, a painterly medium. 
Though early on he “write[s] a line about orange,” he later assesses the completed work and 




deletion akin to that of Goldberg. Ironically, O’Hara’s deletion of “orange” in the poem-in-
process attends its excessive presence in “Why I Am Not a Painter,” where the word appears 
six times in a single stanza. Nevertheless, throughout the creative processes O’Hara 
describes, the surplus of another available medium – color for O’Hara and language for 
Goldberg – acts as destabilizing force that calls into question what painting and poetry may 
rightly include and initiates a reevaluation of artistic labor. When the poem’s excesses begin 
to blur the boundaries between media forms, they challenge artistic categories.  
 “Why I Am Not a Painter” illustrates how collaborative acts of creation might entail 
equally significant acts of negation. First, the poem demonstrates how inter-artistic exchange 
quickly unfastens traditional systems of classification: if Goldberg’s painting has “too much” 
text is it still a painting? Or what of O’Hara’s color-saturated poem?  Second, when the 
poem ultimately restores each artist to his dominant medium – such that O’Hara is 
emphatically “not” a “painter” (or Goldberg a poet) –  it undoes the lively collaborative 
exchange on which their works were predicated in the first place. As the poem’s final lines 
clarify, the act of beholding “Mike’s painting, called SARDINES” “one day in a gallery” or 
of seeing O’Hara’s completed “twelve poems” called “ORANGES” obscures the lively 
collaborative process through which both painting and poetry came about. The poem’s end 
registers this sense of loss, highlighting what art critic Harold Rosenberg would later call “the 
mortal irony that changes a living event into a ‘picture on the wall.”6 The act of collaboration 
is indeed negated. 
 O’Hara’s poem bespeaks an issue of collaborations writ large. Though rife with 
excesses, collaborative works remain haunted by erasures and deficits – ones they both 




speak of collaborations in terms of the death of the author and/or the demise of the genius. In 
addition, and like O’Hara, we understand that collaborations across media negate artistic 
taxonomies. “Why I Am Not a Painter” explores what is, according to W.T.J. Mitchell, the 
fundamental problem of the “imagetext”: the fact that “‘word and image’ [is] an unstable 
dialectic that constantly shifts its location in representational practices, breaking both 
pictorial and discursive frames and undermining the assumptions that underwrite the 
separation of the verbal and visual disciplines.”7 When hybrid collaborative forms cannot 
easily be designated “visual art” or “literature,” we must adopt for them names like poem-
paintings or Mitchell’s “imagetext” – designations that, while putatively more accurate, 
nevertheless remain ambiguous descriptors. As a further consequence of their excesses, 
inter-artistic collaborations belie clear hermeneutic logic for critics and general audiences 
alike: they not only both require and resist standard methods of disciplinary inquiry but they 
also force reader-viewers to engage differently than works in one medium, asking them to 
account for the works’ implicit or explicit relations. Collaborative forms thus demand the 
construction of new knowledges, names, modes of reception even as they emerge out of 
traditional ones.   
 Beyond the negations they effect, collaborative artworks also sustain certain erasures, 
particularly at the level of canon: collaborative forms rarely make it into anthologies or onto 
syllabi. T.J. Hines elaborates: “Collaborations between painters and poets are immediately 
negotiable artifacts in the world of art and disappear in limited editions into the collections 
of those who can afford them.” Or else, Hines continues, “The collected works of poets 
nearly always appear without illustrations, music, or choreography that originally may have 




also apply to the poems examined in Chapter 1). When the visual art and poetry that 
comprise a visual-verbal collaboration are displayed separately in museums or reprinted in 
collected works, they either become misrepresented in critical debates or are understood in 
new, but only ever partial, contexts. Certain ideas or techniques central to the collaborative 
work are lost or foreclosed. Moreover, when the commodity value of collaborative forms 
increases as they find homes in museum archives or personal collections, their canonical or 
pedagogical worth correspondingly recedes. Not only do they become increasingly hard to 
access, but they seem to become ornamental – things to admire from afar, if at all – rather 
than living documents or substantial material and conceptual artifacts worthy of rigorous, 
tactile forms of engagement. When collaborative forms are no longer at our immediate 
disposal they become, at best, novelties that attract the attention of the interested few, and, 
at worst, diluted artistic exercises open to slanted interpretation. 9  
 Relegated to special collections or the poetic annals, collaborative forms begin to 
lose their formerly dynamic nature. Such “mortal irony” (to recall Rosenberg’s description) 
demands continued remediation. Attending to collaborative forms as they were initially 
conceived reanimates the complex interplay of arts they employ and reclaims them from the 
less frequented corners of the archives. Both aims motivate this chapter’s interest in Odes as 
well as Chapter 4’s discussion of Robert Creeley and Robert Indiana’s Numbers. As neither 
volume has yet received due critical consideration, I offer in both chapters brief accounts of 
the books’ publication histories so that we may reimagine the circumstances of their 
creation. Here, specifically, I draw on information about Odes’ creation and circulation from 
the Tiber Press archives held at Harvard’s Houghton Library before turning to consider the 




specific importance of the Goldberg-O’Hara pairing. Odes embodies a particular 
collaborative stance that mediates individuality and collectivity, refusing both the total 
allegiance and total separation of artists and their art. The book advances a mode a creativity 
that is borne of artistic tradition but that insists on continual innovation and progress – 
another form of affiliation and/or departure. Together in Odes, O’Hara and Goldberg pay 
homage to Abstract Expressionism’s pervasive influence but herald the need for an active, 
evolving aesthetic practice at the dawn of the 1960s.  
II. “I will goad / him into Tibering”: Making Odes in the Tradition of the Livres D’Artistes 
 Around the time O’Hara and Goldberg were first becoming acquainted, another 
creative pair was undertaking a joint venture across the city, opening the small publishing 
house responsible for Odes. Founded in 1953 by the Italian artist Floriano Vecchi and his 
business partner Richard Miller, the Tiber Press was, at its inception, fertile collaborative 
domain. The press specialized in printmaking; Vecchi had actually introduced screenprinting 
techniques to a number of artists, including Goldberg and Andy Warhol. As a result of 
Vecchi’s technical mastery, screenprints frequently accompanied the work of New York 
School poets like O’Hara, John Ashbery, Kenneth Koch, and James Schuyler in the press’ 
small journal, Folder, supervised by Daisy Aldan (Richard Miller’s wife and Tiber Press’ third 
associate). A later edition of the journal, A New Folder, also included work by other 
experimental poets, notably including Robert Creeley, Charles Olson, Denise Levertov, Allen 
Ginsberg, and Gregory Corso. For the majority of these poets, small journals like Tiber’s 
Folder served as a primary vehicle for publication, either because the writers themselves 
eschewed or because they were rejected by mainstream journals and publication venues. 




Folder was unique in its “aesthetic emphasis,” making it “markedly different from the 
[general] pragmatism that drove the small-press movement of the 1960s.”10 And though 
Tiber Press supported its consummately “aesthetic” journals through commercial sales of 
printed greeting cards, its true niche was providing a platform for and fostering 
collaborations among the young New York School poets and artists it prominently 
championed.  
 Most important among these collaborations was a four-volume box set Tiber Press 
commissioned from eight young avant-garde artists – a project that included the work of 
several female Abstract Expressionist painters whose names would long be omitted from art 
historical record.11 In addition to Frank O’Hara and Michael Goldberg’s Odes, the Tiber box 
set included John Ashbery and Joan Mitchell’s The Poems, James Schuyler and Grace 
Hartigan’s Salute, and Kenneth Koch and Alfred Leslie’s Permanently. These volumes not only 
showcased contemporary experimentation in both New York School visual art and poetry 
but were themselves aesthetic objects. “The generous size of the pages (17-by-14½ inches), 
the fine quality of the handmade paper, and the richness of color in the prints,” Terrence 
Diggory observes, all served to “enhance the visual presentation” of the text and prints.12 
The collaborative nature of these volumes crucially extended, as well, to the careful editorial 
contributions of Frances Pernas, the books’ typesetter, Bürder Hartmann, their German 
printer, and Russell Rutter, their American binder (as designated in the books’ colophon). 
Indeed, as Anca Cristofovici usefully reminds us, artists’ books like these are often 
“inseparable from a web of exchanges than include editor, translator, [and later] curator, 
conservator, or library custodian, who are instrumental in conceiving ways of handling and 




 The 1960 publication of Odes – a group of nine O’Hara poems and five Goldberg 
prints – as part of the Tiber set marked O’Hara’s second significant cross-media endeavor, 
succeeding his 1959 Stones lithographs with Larry Rivers and preceding a series of poem-
paintings with Norman Bluhm begun in October 1960.14 Yet Odes’ inception belies its 
publication date, for soon after the last issue of Folder appeared in 1956, Richard Miller and 
Daisy Aldan had already begun selecting poems to appear in their upcoming folio project.15 
As early as 1957, O’Hara sent manuscript versions of several Odes to Miller, including “Ode 
to William De Kooning” and “Ode on Lust,” retained by Tiber Press on November 12 and 
15, 1957, respectively. “Ode (To Joseph Lesueur) on the Arrow that Flieth by Day” followed 
suit, dated May 11, 1958.  By October of 1958, Tiber had all of the additional manuscripts –  
“Ode on Causality,” “Ode: Salute to the French Negro Poets,” “Ode to Joy,” “Ode on 
Lust,” and “Ode on Necrophilia” – with the exception of “Ode to Michael Goldberg (‘s 
Birth and Other Births),” for what was initially conceived as an eight-ode volume. At that 
time, O’Hara, travelling abroad in Italy, wrote to Richard Miller:  
It remains for me to send you Ode to Michael Goldberg (‘s Birth and Other Births) 
and I think (unless an extraordinary luck is with me in the next couple of weeks) that 
will be IT. Is that enough? It makes seven, but I was thinking in conversation with 
Mike the other day that they should just be called ODES. Don’t you think that’s 
better than mentioning the number in the title? Then if I “have” another one before 
curtain time I could add it if it’s good.16  
 
Notwithstanding O’Hara’s count, Tiber already had seven manuscripts, so that “Ode to 
Michael Goldberg” actually made eight. Moreover, O’Hara and Goldberg’s joint decision to 
simply call the volume Odes without a “number in the title” was prudent, for a very bout of 
“extraordinary luck” evidently led O’Hara to write “Two Russian Exiles: an Ode” – the 




the Goldberg Ode remained the only outstanding manuscript, and O’Hara sent another brief 
note to Miller: “Dear Ricardo – Here we are, but I haven’t finished the Mike Goldberg Ode 
typing it yet ‘it so long’ – Forgive me, I continue – Best, Frank.”18  
 While O’Hara worked on his poetic series over the course of at least two years, 
Goldberg’s prints were simultaneously underway; the painter had begun his own screens 
sometime in the early summer of 1957.19 
According to O’Hara, however, the 
painter’s work was not always immediately 
forthcoming – a fact he humorously 
relayed to Richard Miller in an epistolary 
poem (Figure 6) (CP 301): 
To Richard Miller 
Where is Mike Goldberg? I don’t know, 
he may be in the Village far below 
or lounging on Tenth Street with the gang 
of early-morning painters (before noon) 
as they discuss the geste or jest 
of action painting, whether it’s yang 
or yin and related to the sun or moon 
 
Maybe he is living sketches of an ODE 
ON SEX which I do not intend to write 
in his abode, or drinking bourbon in the light 
of his be-plasticked skylight – I will goad 
him into Tibering and hope all’s for the best. 
 
  Love, dove, stove, 
   Frank  
   
Despite Goldberg’s elusiveness, O’Hara evidently managed to get him “Tibering” in 
October 1958, when the poet enthusiastically reported to Miller: “We did Ode on 





Fig. 6 “To Richard Miller,” c. 1958, MS Am 
2694, Box 1, Folder 39, Houghton Library,  




think it’s terrific. It’s red, white, blue, black (mat) and the writing to be in shiny black. Wait 
till you see it! I hope you like it as much as we do.”20 The only Ode to thoroughly integrate 
text and image, “Ode on Necrophilia” was jointly produced by O’Hara and Goldberg on 
Mylar – a technique Tiber’s master printer Floriano Vecchi had been using for his greeting 
card business – and was then transferred onto screens.21 Though putatively a “hands off” 
collaboration, according to Bill Berkson’s distinction (discussed in Chapter 1), with each 
artist working separately in his own medium, O’Hara’s October 1958 letter suggests that at 
least part of Odes came about through a “hands on” collaboration, with O’Hara and 
Goldberg working simultaneously.22 Whatever their method, all of the screens were printed 
in their final form in the fall of 1960 and were ready for publication.  
 With O’Hara’s poems and Goldberg’s prints completed at last, two hundred 
commercial copies and an additional twenty-five reserve copies of Odes (and the three other 
volumes in the box set) were published in 1960. That publication date, however, is 
inconsistent with the books’ true chronology. While a launch party for the Tiber books took 
place at MoMA in April 1961, the four volumes were not actually distributed until late 1963 
and sales lagged.23 In fact, Tiber Press invoices depict queries from interested buyers that 
span well over a decade after publication, primarily from private collectors, small bookshops, 
and university libraries.   
 These material circumstances of Odes’ production, however, are only as integral to 
our understanding of the works as their conceptual record. For as much as the volume was 
indebted to the efforts of O’Hara, Goldberg, and those at Tiber Press in an immediate way, 
it was also beholden to a longer European tradition of livres d’artistes and artists’ books. 




artists’ book tradition to which Odes belongs is that which flourished among French, Russian, 
and German experimental modernisms (Cubism, Futurism, Dadaism, Surrealism) in the 
interwar period. Any complete history of the artists’ book form catalogs familiar names for 
those who study O’Hara’s work: Pablo Picasso, Pierre Reverdy, Stéphane Mallarmé, 
Guillaume Apollinaire, Vladimir Mayakovsky, Max Ernst, and Henri Matisse among them.24 
Of course, not all of the works produced by these experimental artists were exactly alike. As 
Donna Stein points out, a livre d’artiste (such as Mallarmé and Matisse’s 1932 Poésies) was “a 
distinctly French creation…a limited edition, handmade book that typically combines words 
with original and graphic art, executed and printed under the artist’s supervision.”25 By 
contrast, a Russian Futurist book project (such as Mayakovsky and Stepanova’s 1932 
Menacing Laughter) sought to 
abando[n] the extravagant and costly editions [of the French tradition] in favor of 
technological and aesthetic experimentation produced through inexpensive 
photomechanical means. Designed for distribution to a wider audience and printed 
in large editions, these volumes are often bold, colorful, and accessible…[and] 
created a unified aesthetic through a special alchemy between word and image.26 
 
The German expressionists also produced their own artists’ books (künstlerbuchen), a tradition 
that included works like Max Ernst’s 1934 collage Une Semaine de Bonté, a text-less pictorial 
novel. Though these iterations differed in mechanical production, ideal audience, and 
aesthetic parameters, they nonetheless all queried the relation between word and image 
central to so much European and American modernist and postmodernist experimentation.    
 O’Hara, Goldberg, and their fellow collaborators at Tiber likely regarded their own 
artists’ books as extending the tradition of their 20th century forbears.27 Daisy Aldan had 
even conceived the journal Folder (and presumably the ensuing folios) with the tradition in 




American Literature.”28 Like the French livres d’artistes, Odes celebrated its artists’ original 
work and was printed in limited edition, the majority of which bore their artists’ signatures. 
The cost of the set further consecrated its rare quality: in the early 1960s each box set 
commanded a price of $300 (with a 15% discount for consignment sales); by 1972, that price 
had appreciated to $500 – the result perhaps of limited remaining editions or the increased 
notoriety of the poets and artists in the collection.29 And like the Russian artists’ books, Odes 
showcased its “technological and aesthetic” innovation through its reliance on silk-screening 
which, though not a new craft, was not yet the medium par excellence it would become in 
subsequent years.  
 Inherited from the European 
avant-garde, Odes and the other 
volumes in the Tiber set stood at the 
forefront of a bourgeoning American 
artists’ books tradition that would take 
off in the later 1960s and 70s as silk-
screening and other mimeograph 
techniques were widely adopted by 
artists of the Pop and Conceptual 
Movements, evincing works like 
Robert Creeley and Robert Indiana’s 
Numbers (central to Chapter 4).30 The 
Grolier Club, a New York 
organization dedicated to graphic arts, even included the Tiber set in its early exhibit of 
Fig. 7 Program for The Grolier Club “American 
Illustrated Books 1945-1965” exhibition, 1965, MS 
Am 2694, Box 1, Folder 47, Houghton Library, 





“American Illustrated Books 1945-1965,” (Figure 7) placing the Tiber volumes in the 
company of works by prominent midcentury artists like Leonard Baskin, Antonio Frasconi, 
and Alexander Calder.31 The exhibit also included O’Hara and Larry Rivers’ Stones. While 
most of these “illustrated books” (as Grolier designated them) involved etchings, drawings, 
and woodcuts – demonstrating “new uses of old methods,” per the exhibit program – the 
Tiber Press books stood out for their use of serigraphy (silk-screening), highlighting “the 
developments of new techniques” and indicating a potentially rich new medium for the 
artists’ book and art writ large.32 The use of serigraphy, Donna Stein avers, made Tiber’s 
“four oversized books” a “significant exception,” to the Abstract Expressionists’ reluctance 
to embrace printmaking and to create artists’ books. 33  
 Despite its status as a “significant exception” not just to Abstract Expressionist 
practice but also to the broader norm of two-dimensional canvas artwork, and, importantly, 
to the era’s critical emphasis on artistic “purity,” Odes has never been examined in its original 
collaborative form. As stand-alone poems, O’Hara’s Odes have received attention, though 
seldom as a sequence. John Wilkinson’s chapter in Frank O’Hara Now: New Essays on the New 
York Poet is a noteworthy exception. 34 Critical interest in the individual poems rather than 
the artists’ book form remains as true today as it was in O’Hara’s lifetime.35 Divorced from 
their book context, both in his own time and today, O’Hara’s poems could be easily 
reproduced and sent to other journals and anthologies, including Donald Allen’s seminal 
1960 New American Poetry, which included “Ode to Joy,” “Ode: Salute to the French Negro 
Poets,” and “Ode to Michael Goldberg (‘s Birth and Other Births).”36 Such re-printings 
meant that O’Hara’s works could circulate widely and expediently, enhancing both the poets’ 




to Richard Miller, O’Hara delightedly reported that his Goldberg Ode had garnered the 
interest of an Italian editor, Bruno Alfieri, who wished to republish it in the art magazine 
Metro. “I am quite eager to have the Ode in it,” he writes, “especially since I never have the 
chance to get published much abroad (or here) either for that matter much.”37 Nevertheless, 
O’Hara continues: “It would be very desirable if we could send him a proof or something of 
the Ode as it actually appears in the book so that his printing of it would at least be based on 
[typesetter] Frances’ [Pernas] marvelous placement of words and lines on the page.”38  
 O’Hara’s enthusiasm for the visual layout of the Tiber Odes volume is instructive. 
That publication was a valuable means to an end for O’Hara is clear. Still, he deliberately 
strives to preserve the work “as it actually appears in the book,” intimating that he well 
understood how the visual layout of the page – and perhaps by extension the connection to 
Goldberg’s prints – could add dimension to his own work. Unfortunately, those who 
encountered the initial collaboration did not always share this understanding. In 1962, for 
instance, a representative from Detroit’s Franklin Siden Gallery wrote to Tiber to inquire if 
the Grace Hartigan prints that accompanied Schuyler’s poetry in Salute were available 
separately. Likewise, a representative from New York’s House of Books wrote to Richard 
Miller:  
I had the opportunity of seeing the books myself. They are magnificent productions 
on which I congratulate you. Unfortunately, I am sure you will think, our interest is 
more in the work of the poets than the illustrations, etc. but that happens to be our 
business, first editions of the modern writers and we have collectors of Koch, 
Ashbery, etc.39  
 
As these letters might suggest, there is limited trade in hybrid forms. And although O’Hara’s 
very interest in visual-verbal hybridity has cemented his avant-garde reputation, we 




volume and consequently overlook certain important connections and meanings the latter 
affords – considerations to which we must turn.   
III. In Common and Separately: A Collaborative Stance in Book Form 
 At first glance, Michael Goldberg’s five prints bear no intrinsic relation to O’Hara’s 
nine poems. Unlike the interdependent poems and paintings involved in O’Hara’s early 
ekphrastic practice (Chapter 1), which integrally rely on their connection, Odes prints and 
poems do not immediately seem to intersect in form or theme. The jointly produced “Ode 
on Necrophilia” is perhaps the exception (Figure 8), as Goldberg’s reliance on red, white, 
and blue paint in that screen evokes a particularly American frame of reference for O’Hara’s 
poetic considerations of love and death, personal and public loyalty:  
Well,  
 it is better 
     that 
     OMEON 
             S love them E 
      
and we 
 so seldom look on love 
    that it seems heinous (CP 280).40 
 
The poem’s allusion to O’Hara’s open and “heinous” homosexuality – under siege in the 
chaotic American landscape Goldberg’s print elicits – bespeaks the conflation of love and 
death the work’s title “Ode on Necrophilia” suggests, such that a “love” of other men 
becomes no less perverse or illicit than love of dead men. Or else: to love a gay man is 
tantamount to loving a dead man, given the period’s virulent homophobia. Such themes are 
frequently evoked throughout O’Hara’s sequence. Beside this screen however, the other 
Goldberg prints in the volume appear to stand on their own terms, either as individual 




 Odes therefore asks 
that we relinquish a quest to 
unearth a one-to-one 
comparison between the 
poems and paintings and 
instead more broadly 
consider how Goldberg’s 
and O’Hara’s individual 
works might still 
complement each other. 
Such an inquiry neither 
attempts to prove the 
“likeness” or “difference”) 
between media that the ut 
pictura poesis tradition supposes nor attempts to instate the hybrid form in a descriptive 
category like “illustrations” or “poem-paintings.” Odes consequently asks us to renegotiate 
our assumptions about what inter-artistic collaborative forms should achieve. T.J. Hines’ 
early and still-formative analysis of cross-disciplinary collaborations suggests that such works 
should be “unique and not traceable to either of its constitutive arts.”41 Of Réne Char and 
Georges Braque’s Lettera Amorosa (1963), for instance, he elaborates: “the poetry and the 
lithography form two sides of a circle that opens and closes within the work itself. The 
viewer’s experience of the work is never easily divisible since once he has seen the circle 
unfold and complete itself, he can rarely discern which part is made up of poetry and which 
Fig. 8 Frank O’Hara and Michael Goldberg, Ode on Necrophilia. 
1960, silkscreen on paper, 46.4 x 37.5 cm. 2014.48.1, Prints, 
Drawings, and Photographs Library, Museum of Fine Arts, 





of painting.”42 Hines describes a reading experience in which one moves back and forth 
between lithography and poetry until they become indistinguishable – an achievement of 
Gesamtkunstwerk or “total art.” Odes, however, does not purport such a reading, in part 
because it does not have a traditional verso-recto structure. Of the five prints Goldberg 
created for the volume, two serve as cover illustrations, two follow poems but bear no clear 
relation to them (separated by an intervening blank page), and only one (“Necrophilia”) has 
overlaid text. The book conditions its reader-viewer to see the prints and poems on their 
own terms rather than as part of a circular schema. The individual works are  indifferent not 
just to one-to-one relationships but to eventual conflation. We might, as a consequence, read 
O’Hara and Goldberg’s works not for their integration but in parallel: that is, in terms of 
simultaneity rather than synthesis. This mode of reading suggests not that the pairing of 
prints and poems is irrelevant – it is both deliberate and vital – but that the works’ 
connection be reexamined.   
 At the most basic level, the collaboration embodies the mutual appreciation the New 
York School artists and poets held for each other. Both Odes and the other Tiber volumes 
effectively make each mode of art audience to the other. O’Hara has notoriously claimed 
that the  “painters were the only ones who were interested in any kind of experimental 
poetry and the general literary scene was not.”43 And the poets, for their part, zealously clung 
to the period’s experimental painters. The volumes might therefore also define an alternative 
place for these poets beyond the “general literary scene” and in the purview of the visual 
arts. If contemporary public spheres like the traditional academy – or for a gay man like 
O’Hara, the nation itself –  did not readily accept these poets, the art world could offer them 




strategy, as the period’s visual artists typically received more mainstream attention than did 
its poets. But it was also a quixotic one, as the visual arts world conferred these poets some 
larger sense of community, perhaps suggesting why so many worked in museums or took up 
art criticism. It should therefore come as no surprise that O’Hara and his friends (Ashbery, 
Schuyler, Koch) adopted for themselves the moniker of “New York School,” which 
originally described the infamous 8th Street painters. Though second-generation New York 
poet Edward Denby claims that these poets “adopted the expression…out of homage to the 
people who had de-provincialized American painting [as a] complicated ‘double-joke,” 
Olivier Brossard maintains that “the term also meant a double voir and double lire: the poets 
were the best eyes the painter’s could dream of…the painter’s were the poet’s only audience 
at a time when the literary climate was rather conservative.”44 Like the hybrid forms which 
they produced, poets like O’Hara, Ashbery, Schuyler, Koch – and no doubt Creeley as well – 
neither belonged fully to the museum nor to the literary academy. Their artistic milieu had to 
be forged instead through creative alliances and partnerships – through collaboration.   
 This notion of creative alliance is precisely at stake in Odes. The non-referentiality of 
Goldberg’s prints vis-à-vis O’Hara’s poems interrogates a tension inherent to all 
collaborative works: that between common and individual artistic identity. The title page 
carefully delineates the artists’ individual contributions – Odes by Frank O’Hara and Prints 
by Michael Goldberg – suggesting that each part is an integral but distinct contribution to 
the whole. This is not to say that the pairing is contentious; O’Hara and Goldberg certainly 
enjoyed their collaborative relationship and were happy to undertake the project. Instead, the 
collaborative form itself serves as a framework for the more specific ways in which O’Hara’s 




individuality. Both in its form and in each artist’s work, Odes embodies a collaborative stance 
that resists the conflation of artists and art yet denies their complete autonomy. To 
paraphrase, suitably, Harold Rosenberg’s assessment of the “Action Painters”: “What they 
think in common is only represented by what they do separately.”45 
 This collaborative stance has aesthetic consequences. Beyond underscoring an 
essential relation between the prints and poems, it also more broadly aligns with O’Hara and 
Goldberg’s view of artistic tradition – that vast reserve with which all artists inevitably 
contend. In Odes O’Hara and Goldberg view artistic tradition as a resource for creativity: a 
wealth of techniques and images from which to draw inspiration. At the same time, they 
understand that artistic tradition must be a living entity, open to ongoing evolution and 
personal design, not merely a repetition of received forms and tired themes. They 
understand that while individual artists and their art are necessarily indebted to the work of 
those who came before, they must also continue to push the tradition forward, taking art in 
new directions. In this regard, O’Hara and Goldberg’s position unexpectedly resonates with 
that T.S. Eliot espouses in his well-known “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” where he 
suggests that “No poet, no artist of any art, has his complete meaning alone. His 
significance, his appreciation is the appreciation of his relation to the dead poets and 
artists.”46  
  Unlike Eliot, however, who concerns himself with a “historical sense” of artistic 
tradition that transcends time and place – “the whole of the literature of Europe from 
Homer and within it the whole of the literature within his own country”47 – Goldberg and 
O’Hara concern themselves most particularly with the contemporary artistic tradition of 




and still living (Willem De Kooning). In Odes, to appropriate Eliot’s terms, Goldberg and 
O’Hara have their “own generation in [their] bones.”48 More important, though Eliot notes 
that a “historical sense” of tradition should lead to depersonalization or “emotion which has 
its life [only] in the poem and not in the history of the poet”49 –  O’Hara is clear in his poetic 
address to his collaborator, “Ode to Michael Goldberg (‘s Birth and Other Births),” that the 
emotion of art can and should reside both in artists’ personal pasts (including “birth” and 
childhood) and in the individual possibilities of aesthetic form. Just as the volume refuses 
both the conflation and separation of O’Hara and Goldberg, their works showcase a mode 
of creativity that is neither subservient nor indifferent to the innovations of their artistic 
milieu and their own particular circumstances.   
IV. Odes Between Alliance and Exile 
 Through his sequence of Odes, O’Hara considers the extremes of mutuality and 
individuality: absolute allegiance or absolute exile. The two poems placed in middle of Odes’ 
series – “Two Russian Exiles: An Ode” and “Ode: Salute to the French Negro Poets” – bear 
out the implications of each extreme (the titles are perhaps indicative). The first, “Two 
Russian Exiles: An Ode” (CP 313-14), explores creative isolation, asking what it means “to 
be exile in your homeland” through its address to the experimental Russian musician Sergei 
Rachmaninoff and writer Boris Pasternak. The phrase “to be exile in your homeland” not 
only invokes both Russian artists’ real political exile – “as a nation / hates the exile in its 
heart” – but equally suggests the place of the avant-garde vis-à-vis the larger polity, perhaps 
alluding specifically to the Soviet Union’s repudiation of Pasternak’s Doctor Zhivago. Of 
course, the feeling of “be[ing] exile in your homeland” also had personal resonance for 




Necrophilia” we have already encountered. “Two Russian Exiles,” like other poems in the 
series, palimpsests several modes of exile and/or allegiance: political, sexual, and creative.  
 Focusing here on creative ostracism, “Two Russian Exiles” proclaims that its central 
artist figure is “exiled on the heights of joy / creation,” intimating that isolation elevates the 
artist to great, even heroic “heights” and elicits the highest “joy.” Such  creative exile might 
even involve the sense of satisfaction O’Hara described in his essay “Rare Modern,” written 
a year before the poem. “An isolation from the audience by poetry is a fairly gratifying 
situation,” O’Hara muses, “In the midst of this active isolation, the interests of other poets, 
of the University, of suburbia, of the Zeitgeist, become appropriately pale.”50 “Exiled on the 
heights of joy / creation” like the artist figure in “Two Russian Exiles,” one is not beholden 
to the constraints of the larger socio-cultural milieu and discovers instead a radical, even 
spiritual artistic freedom. In the sequence’s final poem “Ode to Michael Goldberg,” O’Hara 
revisits this blissful state of aesthetic exile, when he describes himself as a young boy going 
“up on the mountainous hill” to find: 
the wind sounded exactly like  
Stravinsky 
  I first recognized art 
as wildness, and it seemed right,  
I mean rite, to me 
 
climbing the water tower I’d 
look out for hours in wind and the world seemed rounder 
and fiercer and I was happier 
because I wasn’t scared of falling off” (CP 292).  
 
As in “Two Russian Exiles,” isolation here makes the “world see[m] rounder and fiercer” – 




 Crucially, however, the Goldberg Ode regards the issue of isolation with a kind of 
childlike naïveté or prelapsarian innocence. In the more cynical reality of “Two Russian 
Exiles,” however, being “on the heights of joy / creation” is no “comfortable abyss.” 
O’Hara notes that exile “cloud-rack[s] men in off from their own lost kind,” both from 
compatriots and, more critically, other artists. The pun on “rack men in off” (Rachmaninoff) 
further implicates the Russian musician in his beleaguered state of national and artistic 
banishment. In “Two Russian Exiles,” O’Hara reveals that the “joy” the artist may unearth 
in isolation inspires “hatred from friends” and then leads to anguish. The idea seems 
specific, addressing Boris Pasternak’s rift with the poet Vladimir Mayakovsky, discussed at 
length in O’Hara’s 1959 essay “About Zhivago and His Poems.” “There is every reason to 
believe that Pasternak’s recognition of self was accompanied by great pain. He adored 
Mayakovsky at the time and was forced to this decision of self by Mayakovsky’s presence in 
that time,” O’Hara reports.51 Pasternak, in other words, chose separation from his social and 
aesthetic world but not without cost. But the idea is also general, as O’Hara suggests that 
artistic isolation can be broadly devastating or destructive; thus, he “write[s] for tragedy its 
obvious ode.”  
 In “Two Russian Exiles,” the artistic “joy” of exile is met with “an interminable 
desolation”: “a wild instantaneous fullness” that must “accep[t] being alone in irreparable 
stillness.” Creative achievement in isolation elicits a painful recognition of displacement and 
procures stasis (anathema to O’Hara): “no anticipation / no heroic advance / no hope.” Any 
Romantic pretension to artistic sublimity the poem might declaim is subdued. Moreover, this 
“reject[ion] of the concept of the Romantic “pose’” is something O’Hara likely adopted 




irony in the fact that O’Hara’s rapturous mode of address – the choice of the “ode” – 
ostensibly vaults the two Russians and other artists in the collection to the exilic heights he 
repudiates. Perhaps, however, it is not that “Two Russian Exiles” rejects outright the idea of 
Romantic sublimity or transcendence but that O’Hara views its consequences cautiously. “To 
be exile your homeland,” as O’Hara’s phrase puts it – neither clearly verb or noun – is an 
infinitive state that denotes potential sufferance without end: a fate that he claims is “far 
worse” than nearly any other condition.  
 If, as O’Hara contends in “Two Russian Exiles,” there is “bitterness” in “knowing” 
the rewards of exile “sweet” and “bitterest of all to know sweetness as longing,” then what 
would  it mean to fulfill such “longing” through creative integration or alliance? In direct 
contrast to the total creative isolation portrayed “Two Russian Exiles,” the next poem “Ode: 
Salute to the French Negro Poets,” (CP 305) explores the possibilities and ramifications of 
total creative allegiance. Addressing itself to the titular French Negro poets and to the West 
Indian poet Aimé Césaire most specifically, the opening lines of “Ode: Salute” depict two 
poets exiled from one another “across the shifting sands”: O’Hara “trying to live in the 
terrible western world” and Césaire located in the “airy” and distant “other lands.” In the 
poem’s first half, these figures increasingly move toward each other, in an ostensible effort 
to overcome their isolation. While “bear[ing]” each other’s “differences,” the two writers 
slowly forge a common “poetic ground” and a sanguine (and even sexual) relationship that 
unites them. Connected “in [their] veins” by “blood” at the poem’s middle, O’Hara and 
Césaire together “stand off jackals” who attempt to “pillag[e]” their “desires and 
allegiances.” By the poem’s end, however, this alliance ensures their mutual destruction. 




categorically the most difficult relationship.” Its difficulty is further confirmed when their 
encounter leads to their destruction as racial and authorial individuals, “dying in black and 
white.”  
 As with “Two Russian Exiles,” “Ode to Michael Goldberg” also revisits the 
concerns of “Ode: Salute,” once more exploring the idea of creative connection and again 
affirming  its deleterious effects. ‘Je suis las de vivre au pays natal!” (“I am here in the native 
land”) the Goldberg Ode declares, evoking Césaire’s well-known epic poem Notebook of a 
Return to the Native Land and thus recalling the filial condition of “Ode: Salute.”  Yet no 
sooner has O’Hara declared allegiance to this native land (and its poet) than he continues, 
“but unhappiness, like Mercury, transfixed me there, un repaire de vipers [a den of snakes] /  
and had I known the strength and durability / of those invisible bonds I would have leaped 
from rafters onto prongs” (CP 292-293). The “strength and durability” of “invisible bonds” 
leads to the feeling of being “transfixed”: both to (self-imposed) injury and to immobility. 
Neither creative isolation nor creative alliance impels forward momentum. In isolation, as 
“Two Russian Exiles” denotes, there is stasis, but in allegiance, too, as “Ode: Salute” 
maintains, there is paralysis. Total isolation and total allegiance both hold potential for pain, 
destruction, and – worst of all –  lack of progress.   
 The two poems in the middle of the collection juxtapose equally intolerable 
extremes: the artistic consanguinity of “Ode: Salute” – where the “blood! Blood” of Césaire 
and O’Hara is joined52  – and the creative isolation of “Two Russian Exiles.” In “Ode: 
Salute” absolute devotion yields death. Yet in “Two Russian Exiles” absolute division is 
inhuman; such separation procures an animalistic “eaglish clearness” “foreign” to “muddy” 




necessarily, collaboration – as Wendy Steiner suggests, “involves two opposed dangers: that 
the parties will be destroyed as unique entities, becoming components of a monologue that 
need not be spoken, or, on the other hand, that they will remain utterly distinct…with no 
interaction having occurred at all.”53 Both options actually inhere in a third poem, “Ode to 
Joy,” which presages exactly the exploration of creative isolation and alliance we have 
witnessed. In “Ode to Joy” we find both “the grave of love” where “imagination 
itself…stagger[s] like a tired paramour of ivory / under the sculptural necessities of lust that 
never falters” (recalling “Ode: Salute”), and “the hermit [who] always wanting to be lone is 
lone at last” and discovers it is a “self-defeating vice” (recalling “Two Russian Exiles”). The 
question Odes broaches, then, is how does one make art that is neither wholly isolated nor 
allied? Or, in another sense, how does one make art that is both committed and visionary?  
 In partial answer, Mutlu Konuk Blasing has argued that in poems like “Music,” (CP 
210), “Memorial Day, 1950” (CP 17-18)  and, indeed, “Ode to Michael Goldberg,” O’Hara: 
places himself inside a functioning systemic whole and does not lay claim to a 
perspective uncontaminated by the logic of his culture. His distinction lies in his 
ability both to convey a sense of being enmeshed in the texture-text of postwar life 
and to signal his distance from it by maintaining the moral clarity that ‘events require 
his participation to occur.’54 
 
In Odes, O’Hara at once recognizes the extent to which he is already imbricated in a larger 
aesthetic and social culture and still ordains his unique role in it. His choice of verse form 
enhances this sensibility, as his Odes themselves emerge through the lyric voice even as they 
affirm an attachment to something greater than the individual – particularly to the other 
artists he heralds as real (or imagined) friends and lovers. Furthermore, O’Hara’s need to 
negotiate his own place between exile and allegiance – between being “enmeshed in the 




likely derived from an “individualist” reading of his beloved Abstract Expressionism. In fact 
O’Hara’s discussion of Jackson Pollock in the 1959 catalog he wrote for the painter closely 
reflects the figure of Pasternak he conjures in “Two Russian Exile.” Not incidentally, the 
monograph opens with a quote from the Russian poet’s autobiography. Of Pollock in his 
“Action Painting” prime, O’Hara writes: “the artist has reached a limitless space of air and 
light in which the spirit can act freely and with unpremeditated knowledge.”55 He lauds “the 
urgency of [Pollock’s] joy in the major works of this period.”56 O’Hara imagines Pollock, like 
Pasternak, “exiled on the heights of joy / creation.” Still, if Pollock attains pure artistic vision 
at this height, O’Hara nevertheless enquires: “how much clarity can a human being bear? 
This state may be the ultimate goal of the artist, yet for the man it is most arduous.” 
Pollock’s achievement, in other words, might threaten to “cloud rack [the man] off from his 
own lost kind.” O’Hara again alludes to the burden of realizing extraordinary creation.   
 The distinction between “the artist” and “the man” O’Hara makes in his Pollock 
description is especially important. Throughout Odes, we see these versions of self in 
contention. The “man” is mortal and material; connected to others, he has sexual urges (as 
in “Necrophilia”), he fears, he loves, and, ultimately, he dies (as in “Ode: Salute”). The 
“artist,” by contrast, is seemingly immortal and otherworldly; separated from common man, 
art is his pursuit and clear vision its reward (as in “Two Russian Exiles”). But if either the 
connected condition of the man or the isolated condition of the artist is itself unsustainable, 
then O’Hara works toward a medial ground, so that by the volume’s final “Ode to Michael 
Goldberg” the artist-hero we find is no longer in a “limitless space of air and light” (as he says 
of Pollock) but in  




down   where a flame illumines gravity and means warmth and insight,  
 where air is flesh, where speed is darkness 
and 
 things can suddenly be reached, held, dropped, and known 
where a not totally imaginary ascent can begin all over again in tears (CP 293). 
 
Odes imagines a new condition for its central lyric figure that allows him to be both an artist 
and a man: both a dignified creative spirit and a connected, social entity.   
 While much has been made of O’Hara’s “all-over” surface derived from Pollock, the 
artist-man connection Odes seeks – realized ultimately in the final “Goldberg” poem –
suggests that what O’Hara actually gleans from Pollock is a sense of scale. For Pollock’s 
scale, according to O’Hara, is less a calculable measurement than an expressive one: “It is 
scale, and no-scale. It is the physical reality of the artist and his activity of expressing it, 
united to the spiritual reality of the artist in a oneness which has no need for the mediation 
of metaphor or symbol.”57 O’Hara’s sequence strives to replicate the scale of Pollock’s 
canvases, eliciting verse that is coextensive with the immaterial quality of a “place of light” 
and “land of air” and with the material reality of a world where “things can suddenly be 
reached, held, dropped and known.”  
 If this is the condition Odes ultimately wants to embody, then it is no surprise that 
O’Hara’s very first poem in the series, “Ode on Causality” (occasioned by Pollock’s 1956 
death), deliberately invokes the painter as muse. In “Causality,” O’Hara asks the spirit of 
Pollock to endow him with both an ethereal and earthly charge:  
and like that child at your grave make me be distant and imaginative 
make my lines thin as ice, then swell like pythons 
the color of Aurora when she first brought fire to the Arctic in sled 
a sexual bliss inscribe upon the page of whatever energy I burn for art 





He wants both the creative “fire” one finds in being “distant and imaginative” and the 
mortal and human, “sexual bliss” of being in consummation with the “copper earth.” The 
carnal, earthly aspects of creation are important not just because they moderate the overly 
Romantic “magnified panorama of hysterical pageantry upon the heights” (CP 282) (as 
O’Hara describes it in “Ode on Lust”) but also because they keep art temporal and alive. 
This is an exigent concern in Odes, since the volume’s primal scene occurs at Jackson 
Pollock’s graveside. While poems like “Two Russian Exiles: An Ode” and “Ode: Salute” 
explore a broad idea of creative alliance and or isolation, invoking artists either temporally or 
spatially at a remove (the Russians, Césaire), “Ode on Causality,” and the later “Ode to 
Willem De Kooning,” and “Ode to Michael Goldberg (‘s Birth and Other Birds),” herald 
artistic figures who are proximate. Through these poems addressed to contemporary 
painters, O’Hara initiates a more specific consideration of the artist’s role in his own 
aesthetic and cultural moment. Put differently: as much as Odes may explore what it means 
for an artist to be in and of the social world in an existential sense, it equally seeks to 
understand what it means for an artist to be vested within his contemporary aesthetic milieu. 
As a result, the question proposed earlier – how does one make art that is both committed 
and visionary? – becomes more specific upon consideration of Pollock’s death: how does 
one remain committed to artistic tradition yet keep art alive?  
V. “not much to be less, not much to be more”: In the Shadow of Abstract Expressionism 
  In the opening “Ode on Causality” elegy, O’Hara begins a volume-long meditation 
on the influence of Abstract Expressionism, reflecting, quite literally, on Jackson Pollock’s 
legacy. The poem initially views Pollock’s – and, by extension, Abstract Expressionism’s – 




everyone’s supposed to be veined” (CP 302). “Veined” not only immediately suggests 
Pollock’s vein-like drips and O’Hara’s own long poetic lines (fashioned in their image), but it 
also intimately connects art to the circulatory system. There is, in this sense of “veined,” 
almost the consanguinity O’Hara describes with Césaire in “Ode: Salute.” Yet here, too, 
O’Hara views intravenous connection warily: for when “everyone” starts “to be veined,” the 
veins become “like marble”: circulation is impeded, art and body turn to stone. What was 
once alive turns into a “rock” (like that demarcating Pollock’s grave) which is the “least 
living of the forms man has fucked.” As the poem continues, O’Hara suggests that being 
“veined” like Pollock is neither a virile nor viable pose. To accept and take further John 
Wilkinson’s reading of these “erectile” veins: reproduction (both sexual and aesthetic) quickly 
becomes unnatural or – as “Ode on Necrophilia” might have it – perverse. 58 Blind devotion 
to and imitation of what is now dead – both the artist and his forms – leads only to further 
lifelessness.   
 If O’Hara suggests that merely reproducing Pollock’s vein is a lifeless endeavor, then 
regarding Pollock as a sacrosanct artistic spirit proves no better solution; the latter is an 
artificial stance reserved for “Old Romance.” “Romanticized, elaborated, fucked, sung, put 
to ‘rest,’” O’Hara contends, “is worse than the mild apprehension of a Buddhist type” (CP 
302). Erecting Pollock to legendary status, impervious to other men, is perhaps a 
transgression worse than approaching him with monkish restraint. Sensationalism is as 
untenable as sheer impersonation. “Ode on Causality” is itself susceptible to but parodies 
both impulses through its reliance on vein-like lines and laudatory address. On one hand, 
“Ode on Causality” depicts Pollock as a sensationalized force of nature; like Shelley’s “West 




valence) upon those in his purview, including O’Hara. Pollock is an artistic spirit that begets 
more art:  “a cloud” that “heaves / pushed, steaming and blasted,” heavily connoting labor 
and birth. On the other hand, the poem issues a warning to those who would simply attempt 
to become Pollock. As in Shelley’s “Ozymandias,” Pollock is figured as a kind of “hand that 
mocked them and the heart that fed.”59 Where Shelley’s giant leaves behind “two vast and 
trunkless legs / of stone,” O’Hara refigures the image as a too-hubristic “era of pompous 
frivolity or two…dangling its knobby knees / and reaching for an audience” – an art in 
ruins, striving in vain (and vein).  
 As the Pollock Ode suggests, art risks becoming a monolith – “the rock” – through 
adherence to a singular tradition and to Abstract Expressionism, in particular. Imitators, 
having no organic sense of their own art, belong to “the vast smile of bronze and vertiginous 
grasses” that surround “one towering tree.” At the same time, O’Hara is clear that the 
“tenement of a single heart” – total creative individuality – is (much as in “Two Russian 
Exiles) “neighborhoods of Lear! Lear! Lear!”: banishment from one’s own place, the hatred 
of one’s kin, and potential madness. It is, as O’Hara prophesizes, “the finality of kings” 
(echoes of “Ozymandias” again resound). The King Lear allusion, though brief, is further 
revealing, as O’Hara advocates not for the false flattery of Goneril or Regan but for the 
moderate position of Cordelia: one of deference to tradition matched with independence. 
Cordelia vows to Lear: “I love your majesty according to my bond, no more nor less” 
(I.i.93).60 So, too, does O’Hara vow to Pollock, the artistic paterfamilias “not much to be less, 
not much to be more” (CP 303). The considered position O’Hara takes in “Ode on 




He advocates for a mode of creativity that neither neglects the outstanding influence of 
Pollock and Abstract Expressionism nor surrenders to it.  
 The next poem addressed to a contemporary painter, “Ode to Willem De Kooning,” 
(CP 283-85) furthers this understanding. Just as O’Hara mocks in “Ode on Causality” those 
imitators who “surround one towering tree” – an aesthetic monument, Pollock’s grave – he 
chastises in the De Kooning Ode “the blinded heroes” “who did not see enough or were not 
mad enough or felt too little”: those who had no individual passion, emotional or aesthetic. 
Though O’Hara is inspired in his own artistic pursuits by Pollock, De Kooning and their 
kind (Arshile Gorky, Robert Motherwell, Franz Kline), he is also conscious of the need for 
continual artistic improvement. “Ode to Willem de Kooning” makes this plain:  
 I try to seize upon greatness 
 which is available to me 
 
     through generosity and 
     lavishness of spirit, yours 
 
 not to be inimitably weak 
 and picturesque, my self 
 
     but to be standing clearly 
     alone in the orange wind (CP 284). 
 
While O’Hara looks to de Kooning’s aesthetic “generosity and lavishness of spirit” he vows 
not to be “inimitably weak” – neither imitative nor peerless, as the phrase dually suggests –  
but to “stan[d] clearly” on his own. Though the latter lines, “clearly / alone in the orange 
wind” might delineate a clean break with tradition, they enact precisely the stance O’Hara 
wants artists to take. The color “orange” closely connects De Kooning’s painting to 
O’Hara’s verse. In his reading of the Ode, John Wilkinson notes that “orange” is “the colour 




possesses” – a painting which seems to have an “orange / bed in it,” as he records in his 
poem “Radio.”61 But the color also evokes O’Hara’s own Oranges: 12 Pastorals with Grace 
Hartigan (itself a visual-verbal collaboration) as well as his orange-saturated “Why I Am Not 
a Painter” and its connection to Michael Goldberg. Consequently, “orange” acts 
simultaneously as a color of tribute and as an essential feature of his and Goldberg’s own art.  
 Several lines later in “Ode to Willem De Kooning” O’Hara again considers the 
notion of artistic allegiance, now transformed into a kind of substitute patriotism. The 
poem’s speaker “look[s] to the flags / in your eyes as they go up / on the enormous walls” 
(CP 284). These “flags,” resembling paintings hung on the “enormous” museum “walls,” 
particularly represent De Kooning’s Gotham News (1955) and Easter Monday (1956), alluded to 
four lines earlier, “while our days tumble and rant through Gotham and the Easter narrows.” 
Any uncritical sense of patriotic or aesthetic devotion to these monuments, however, is 
quickly undone by the violence of “banderillas dangling” from artist’s necks and blood 
falling “red drops on the shoulders of men / who lead us not forward or backward, but on 
as we must go on / out into the mesmerized world.” Allegiance to de Kooning and artists 
like him is repaid by a certain necessary betrayal, so that those who “must go on / out into 
the mesmerized world” can “he[w] a clearing in the crowded abyss of the West.” The 
political and aesthetic registers of the poem overlap, as the “crowded” but promising “abyss 
of the West” at once evokes the allegorical American West – where a new generation of 
artists must pursue their aesthetic “manifest destiny” – and the oversaturated tradition of 
Western art in which they must carve out a place. While De Kooning’s work can begin to 
lead other artists to advance they nevertheless “must go on / out” to discover new territory, 




 While “Ode on Causality” leaves O’Hara to embark on an artistic search in Pollock’s 
wake, “Ode to Willem De Kooning” makes the quest both self-evident and, more important, 
the prerogative of whole generation of artists (“we”):  
the light we seek is broad and pure 
[…] 
while we walk on to a horizon  
line that’s beautifully keen,  
precarious and doesn’t sag  
beneath our variable weight (CP 284). 
 
This imagined group of artists seeks a reinvigorated line that is not, as in “Ode on Causality,” 
“veined” but progressive, as on a “horizon.” They seek not the marmoreal line of Pollock 
but a promising, nimble, and responsive one, both “beautifully keen” and, crucially, 
“variable.” We might note, too, the potential wordplay of “keen” as a relative but slight 
alteration of the koon centrally found in De Kooning.  
 Significantly, O’Hara never advocates novelty for the sake of novelty in either “Ode 
on Causality” or “Ode to Willem De Kooning.” It is always variability rather than sheer 
novelty which he espouses. This becomes clearer when O’Hara reflects but inverts the 
“beautifully keen” line of the de Kooning Ode in the later “Ode to Michael Goldberg.” He 
intones: “The exquisite prayer / to be new each day / brings to the artist / only a certain 
kneeness.” “Kneeness” here is quite the opposite of keenness. Mutlu Blasing has wondered 
whether the term “kneeness” is a “parody of Poundian newness” or a “sign of the 
subjugation of the artist, brought to his knees in spiritual abjection or physical 
incapacitation.”62 Here, I think, O’Hara means both. The malapropism “kneeness” both 
undermines the idea that any art can ever really “make it new” in a Poundian sense and 




“spiritual abjection or physical incapacitation,” then in a humbling recognition that all artists 
are subject to the tradition from which they emerge. To be “keen” is ultimately distinct from 
both the Poundian demand for “newness” and the genuflection of the uninspired. As the 
poet divulges in an interview with Edward Lucie-Smith several years later:  
OH: …you do not have to have the Russian Revolution or the French Revolution or 
the Civil Rights Movement in order to get irritated by other people’s ideas. All you 
have to do is to be one individual who is tired of looking at something that looks like 
something else. 
 
L-S. You think it’s important to be new then? 
 
OH: No, I think it’s very important not to be bored though.63 
 
If artistic keenness is not revolutionary in a militant sense, it does impede both boredom and 
imitation: derivative, stagnant art. The idea of “keenness” seeks to avoid monumentalizing – 
which risks turning art into the headstone at Pollock’s grave – and instead makes artistic 
tradition as a living entity open to ongoing evolution: a new “horizon / line.” To be “keen,” 
then, as O’Hara’s friend and fellow New York school poet James Schuyler writes in “A Blue 
Shadow Painting,” is “not Make it new, but See it, hear it, freshly.”64  
 That O’Hara aligns himself most closely in the volume with the Second-Generation 
Abstract Expression painter Michael Goldberg – both through his final poem and as a 
collaborator – is a testament to the new “horizon” he foresees. When Michael Goldberg’s 
five screenprints equally contemplate the Abstract tradition from which they emerge (as we 
shall see in the next section) they further augment our sense of the volume’s aesthetic 
orientation. First, however, O’Hara begins to develop this sense of “keenness” in his poem 
dedicated to Goldberg. Ode to Michael Goldberg (‘s Birth and other Births)” (CP 290-98) 




might otherwise appear. The poem achieves this most clearly through its on O’Hara’s 
personal memories, recalling as it does obtuse details from his childhood. While O’Hara 
“know[s]” that his work is “all / all over” – with a telling nod both to the influence and 
consequent staleness of the “all-over” painting of Pollock his kind – he takes solace in his 
own “ceaseless going,” intent “never to be just a hill of dreams and flint for someone later.” 
By keeping his art particular – that is, deeply immersed in and responsive to his own life – 
and by refusing the aesthetic inertia of sheer imitation, O’Hara can fashion his poetry 
“keen.” “The center of myself is never silent,” he declares, “the wind soars, keening 
overhead.” 
 Nonetheless, true artistic “keenness” in Odes is reserved not for O’Hara but for 
Goldberg. Tellingly, “Ode to Michael Goldberg” moves in its final lines from a lyric “I” to a 
collective “we” and finally to a valiant, redemptive “he,” where O’Hara reveals that  
      …one alone will speak of being 
  born in pain  
        and he will be the wings of an extraordinary liberty (CP 298).  
This, the volume’s final image, directly recasts the concluding image of “Ode on Causality,” 
in which Pollock becomes a piece of art entitled Bird in Flight. In reimagining this figure in 
the later Ode not only enhances our sense that the “he” here is another painter, Goldberg, 
but forges a direct link between the first and second-generation Abstract Expressionists. 
Concluding the volume with “Ode to Michael Goldberg (s Birth and Other Births)” after 
opening with Pollock’s death in “Ode on Causality” signifies an aesthetic progression 
through which Goldberg is born of the influences that precede him – recall the image of 




extraordinary liberty” in his own right. John Wilkinson has suggested that O’Hara’s “Odes” 
depict a “reverse biography” or a “trajectory…[that] leads from death (at Jackson Pollock’s 
graveside) back towards birth.”65 Yet the refiguring of the Bird in Flight image through the 
living Goldberg proposes not reversal or backward movement, but a foreword momentum 
from death toward new birth: development rather than return.  
 “Ode to Michael Goldberg” suggests that the second-generation painter is not simply 
Pollock reincarnate (as his screenprints will further clarify) but a vanguard artist on his own 
terms. Though “he” is “born in pain” and suffers like all those who attempt strike out on 
their own, his suffering is finally redemptive for a communal body. Distinguished as a 
“pinto” – a type of horse whose name means “painted” in Spanish/Portuguese – among “a 
barque of slaves,” he “soon will” lead the captives to “turn upon their captors,” and “found 
a city” (CP 298). As in O’Hara’s “Portrait” for Giorgio De Chirico (discussed in Chapter 1), 
Goldberg becomes a sacrificial artist-hero figure who ensures collective artistic 
emancipation. And, as in “Ode to Willem de Kooning,” the land that this hero will lead the 
next generation to unearth is fertile, even if it is “found” through infidelity. It may be a land 
of certain deprivation, but it is also one of reward: “of poverty and sweetness paralleled / 
among the races without time.” Refusing to be a vassal or “slave” to tradition, the final bird-
like, pioneering figure cannot quite be the one with which we began; the “extraordinary 
liberty” he stands to effect is still in its future tense, as O’Hara leads us only to the brink of 
what “will be.”  
 Goldberg’s figuration in O’Hara’s poem is fitting, for the painter evidently shared 




increasing conventionality of Abstract Expressionism. A 1959 exchange between Goldberg 
and painter (and fellow O’Hara collaborator) Norman Bluhm is indicative: 
Mike: Right now, I notice, there is a worship of the New. 
 
Norman: Well, naturally. There’s only one thing new to anyone. That’s himself. 
That’s why we paint in the first person singular. 
 
Mike: It doesn’t look so singular to me. Why is it that Hot-off-the-griddle art is 
usually  hot off  somebody else’s griddle?66   
 
Goldberg’s belief that art in 1959 was often already imitative or derivative certainly aligns 
with the recognition found in O’Hara’s Odes to Pollock and De Kooning. Goldberg himself 
expanded on the same sentiment years later in a 2001 interview. As early as “1954 or 1955,” 
he remembers: “everybody and his cousin was doing gestural work; a lot of wishful art was 
being made. People thought that if they whipped it up a lot, sooner or later they’d find 
something to hang a painting on, something redeeming. Those years produced some of the 
worst shit I’ve ever seen. Change was inevitable.”67 Later in the interview he continues:  
a lot of people lifted the process directly and produced little Pollocks. They used the 
same technique, the same materials, but you could tell the difference…I was a big 
admirer of Pollock’s but when I gave up that need to lift from him, or from other 
artists, I could freely react to paintings much more directly.68 
 
Goldberg’s inclination to separate himself at least in part from his predecessors is akin to 
O’Hara’s wish in the “Ode to De Kooning” to “seize upon the greatness available to him” in 
order to “stand alone in the orange wind.” And Goldberg’s injunction against the “little 
Pollocks” strikes a chord with O’Hara’s question in the Ode dedicated to him: “you’ve seen 
a lot of anemones, too / haven’t you, Old Paint?”	(CP 294).  




“The demand and economy of the ‘new’ makes bastardization our accepted norm: packaging 
attractively the feeling of others, in the cry for the something immediately up-to-date in look, not 
necessarily the something honest and felt.” – Goldberg, “The Canvas Plane” (1958) 
 
 “What hath Pollock wrought? you don’t even have to put the thing on the floor any more and you 
can even get someone else to finish it, as a boyfriend helps his girlfriend win a panda at Palisades 
Park.” – O’Hara, “Art Chronicle III” (1963) 
 
 At last we understand that Odes’ pairing of O’Hara’s poems with Goldberg’s prints is 
far from incidental. The poetic cycle presents a progression from Pollock’s death to 
Goldberg’s ascent that codifies a need for the artistic “keenness” the latter painter stands to 
effect. To position the emergence of Goldberg as Odes’ artistic hero as a direct effect of 
Pollock’s death is to better understand, too, why O’Hara might have revised the title of his 
Pollock poem from “Ode at the Grave of Jackson Pollock,” suggesting a stony death of art, 
to “Ode on Causality,” suggesting causation – impetus. While Pollock’s early death in Odes 
forces to its crisis the issue of how art can continue in the wake of Abstract Expressionism’s 
triumph, “Ode to Michael Goldberg,” paired with the painter’s work in the volume, 
subsequently begins to offer answer.  
 The need to move art forward was very much at stake for Goldberg and his cohort – 
the so-called second generation Abstract Expressionists – including the others artists 
represented in the Tiber set: Joan Mitchell, Grace Hartigan, and Alfred Leslie. In an 
exhibition catalog of these painters’ works, fittingly titled Action / Precision: The New Direction 
in New York 1955-1960, art critic Robert Rosenblum writes of the “de Kooning disciples of 
East 10th St.”: “these six painters [Goldberg, Bluhm, Hartigan, Mitchell, Leslie, and Al Held] 
take strong stances as the most independent artists, who look no more like each other than 
they do like the de Kooning who, so it was once thought, had turned them into mindless 




Expressionists like Goldberg sought to improve the medium which they inherited, a 
sentiment Goldberg himself best explained: “I’ve always felt that art comes out of art. It 
doesn’t spring from Zeus’s forehead. Art requires looking, and a little bit of selective 
thievery, too. You take a little bit from here and a little from there without being conscious 
of it. But you need a big, big art vocabulary to be able to do that.”70 Certainly Goldberg’s 
“big, big art vocabulary” and “selective thievery” can only complement O’Hara’s own.  
 Goldberg’s five screenprints in Odes chart a progression that resonates with that 
found O’Hara’s sequence. Featuring black and white calligraphic marks, Goldberg’s cover 
image (Figure 9) closely resembles the signature work of first-generation Abstract 
Expressionist Franz Kline (whom O’Hara also loved) (Figure 10). Yet in Goldberg’s work 
one observes a softening of Kline’s linear sharpness. While Kline’s works, as some have 
argued, portray an urban environment, the softening of the edges in Goldberg’s canvas point 
to a more natural scene or fluid gesture. This seems to exhibit what Paul Schimmel 
characterizes in Goldberg’s work as a “more dynamic, exuberant and activated surface” such 
that the “complete activation of the surface…allud[es] to natural and organic forms.”71 In 
this work, the lines seem to evoke not an urban landscape, but an oblique human figure 
standing under a sun – perhaps the “one alone,” according to O’Hara’s poem, “who will be 
the wings of an extraordinary liberty.”  
 Or perhaps in seeking to differentiate himself from Kline, Goldberg’s work equally 
alludes back to the cut-outs of Henri Matisse. A hallmark of second-generation Abstract 
Expressionism was, as Schimmel notes, “the idea of extending abstract expressionist 
painting with a precision and accuracy stemming from European modernist tradition.”72 In 




myth’s conflict between security and hubris adds a self-referential layer to Goldberg’s print, 
insofar as it mocks the artist’s own attempt to “fly too close to the sun” by becoming 
another Matisse or Kline rather than a Goldberg. As in “Ode on Causality” where O’Hara 
employs both Pollock’s veined lines and the vaulted Romantic address despite his caution 
toward them, Kline’s allusions here seem tongue-in-cheek as they both pay homage to and 
parody his attempt to become the artists he aspires toward. 
 By the volume’s third print, Goldberg asserts his own style. Consider the 
resemblance of De Kooning’s 1955 Gotham News (1955) (Figure 12) to Goldberg’s 1955 
Sardines (Figure 13) – the subject of O’Hara’s “Why I Am Not a Painter” and one of two 
paintings referenced in “Ode to Willem De Kooning.”  Consider, then, Goldberg’s print in 
Odes (Figure 14). Though it bears a familial resemblance to Sardines and Gotham News in 
reprising earlier works’ palette and abstract chaos, the third prints’ more robust sense of 
color differentiates it from its predecessors. In contrast to the sketch-like Gotham News or 
Sardines which call attention their careful, methodical generation, Goldberg’s later screen-
print portrays a more direct approach to painting that abandons or downplays the primary 
drawing process.	This is consistent with Rosenblum’s assessment of Goldberg as a “painter 
who dared to embrace and to master the wildest fringe of Abstract Expressionist 
spontaneity, turning the canvas into a near literal illustration of Harold Rosenberg’s familiar 
metaphor of the canvas as an arena of action.”73 Such differentiation is something De 
Kooning had modeled for Goldberg. As art historian Irving Sandler attests: 
Goldberg was inspired by the way de Kooning had deflected the grand tradition of 
Western art in a new direction while acknowledging his debt to the ‘fathers’ of 
modernism. As de Kooning said, ‘I have this point of reference – my environment – 
that I have to do something about. But the Metropolitan Museum is also part of my 





So Goldberg’s third Odes print 
attempts – quite literally – a de 






Fig. 10 Franz Kline, White Forms, 1955, oil on 
canvas. 188.9 x 127.6 cm. New York, MoMA 
(artwork © 2018 The Franz Kline Estate/ 
Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York) 
	
Fig. 9 Frank O’Hara and Michael 
Goldberg, Odes, 1960, 46.4 x 
37.5 cm. 2014.48.1, Prints, 
Drawings, and Photographs 
Library, MFA, Boston, MA.  
 
Fig. 11 Henri Matisse, Icarus, 1947, pochoir, 41.9 
x 26 cm. New York, The Metropolitan Museum 
of Art (artwork © 2018 Succession H. Matisse/ 














Fig. 12 Willem De Kooning, Gotham News, 
1955, oil, enamel, charcoal, and newspaper 
transfer on canvas, 69 x 79 in. Buffalo, NY, 
Albright-Knox Gallery (artwork © Willem De 
Kooning Revocable Trust / Artists Rights 
Society (ARS) New York) 
Fig. 14 Michael Goldberg, 
untitled from Odes, 1960, 
silkscreen on paper, 46.4 x 
37.5 cm. 2014.48.1, Prints, 
Drawings, and Photographs 
Library, MFA, Boston, MA. 
Fig. 13 Michael Goldberg, Sardines, oil and 
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 Goldberg’s final print (Figure 15) has composite antecedents. It pays homage to the 
Abstract Expressionism’s 
first generation, eliciting in 
part Kline’s black and white 
calligraphy (as in the cover 
drawing), Pollock’s drips 
(with the aqua green stripe 
perhaps recalling the 
dominant color of Pollock’s 
Full Fathom Five), and De 
Kooning’s play with white 
space and sketching. Still, its 
likeness to any one particular 
painter is not self-evident. 
While this print seems everywhere indebted to the influence of early Abstract 
Expressionism, it also gathers force from Goldberg’s own approach to “action painting” – 
one which has been virtually refined throughout the series. And though I have largely 
resisted one-to-one comparison, the translucent white paint Goldberg employs here might 
also serve as a corollary to the wind that courses throughout O’Hara’s series of poems, both 
bestowing inspiration and inciting change. The painter’s translucent strokes might even 
remind us of a formative line in “Ode to Michael Goldberg,” in which “the wind soars, 
keening overhead.” Finally, in both this print and O’Hara’s poem, we may view the 
“shift…from an epic, heroic art primarily concerned with the self to a lyric art interested in 
Fig. 15 Michael Goldberg, untitled from Odes, 1960, silkscreen 
on paper, 46.4 x 37.5 cm. 2014.48.1, Prints, Drawings, and 





reality or nature and its emotional, spiritual, and perceptual effects on the artists,” that Paul 
Schimmel describes in Goldberg’s work. 75  When the force of Abstract Expressionism 
embodied in Pollock is laid to rest at Odes’ outset, a new mode of expressionism deeply 
invested in the living world emerges simultaneously in Goldberg’s screens and O’Hara’s 
verse at its conclusion.  
 Odes not only pairs the work of like-minded artists who understood the vital 
contribution of Abstract Expressionism, but exemplifies a creative, collaborative mode that 
operates within and against the art of others. The volume duly challenges “the modern myth 
of creativity [that] is tied up with ideas of originality, spontaneity, freedom, exorbitant claims 
to individuality, and the notion of artistic genius as thoroughly self-determining” art 
philosopher Noël Caroll describes in his excellent chapter on the subject of “Art, Creativity, 
and Tradition.”76 This myth of “originality, spontaneity, freedom, and exorbitant claims to 
individuality,” it should be noted, was also foundational to much Abstract Expressionism in 
the first place. Odes instead highlights how tradition is, as Carroll continues, a “flexible 
resource for initiating relevant and intelligible changes within artist practices…an engine or 
catalyst that enables [tradition] to unfold.”77 Or as O’Hara’s friend, Bill Berkson put it:  
As an artist, you collaborate with history, the past, the art – poetry, painting, dance, 
whatever – that you admire. You don’t so much control as work with your materials, 
which inevitably include yourself, whatever may be your most intimate facts. You 
collaborate with your peers, either directly or indirectly (that is, you write works 
together) or not (that is, by parallel creations you form the work that comes to be 
recognized as that of a period style, the art of your time).78 
 
Herein lies Odes’ definitive aesthetic philosophy. Both O’Hara and Goldberg are 




vision and their own personal experience as well as to their mediums’ materials and 
traditional forms. 
 Marcelle Polednik has suggested that “the career of Michael Goldberg is 
characterized by only one constant: a perpetual emphasis on nimble, improvisational 
reinvention”79 and that such reinventions were “shaped by two equally important factors: the 
achievements and concerns of his own, longer artistic journey as well as responses to the 
most current developments in the realm of contemporary painting.”80 That Polednik’s 
description could well describe O’Hara’s work is crucial to Odes. Goldberg himself seems to 
summarize their shared sensibility in his 1958 essay, “The Canvas Plane”: “I’m for the 
upward and onward school, a question of arrivals and departures.”81 To forgo reading the 
works in the context of each other is, I think, to risk neglecting this insight. In addition, the 
volume seems to reinforce O’Hara’s intuition that visual art rather than poetry resides at the 
heart of contemporary innovation. Doing so, Odes suggests that if poetry is to continue its 
own evolution then so must the art it looks to for inspiration. In this sense, “The 
extraordinary liberty” Goldberg’s generation thus stands to effect might continue to liberate 
poetry as much as painting, eliciting a broader cultural shift.  
 Odes speaks directly to the aesthetic and cultural concerns of its late 1950s moment. 
By the early 1960s, many artists and critics had already declared the end of Expressionism. 
This was likely due in part to the US government’s co-option of “Action Painting” as a 
means of showcasing American artistic individualism and “freedom” abroad. Not long 
before Odes was published, O’Hara had himself been working on a travelling MoMA exhibit 
titled “The New American Painting” (featuring Pollock, de Kooning, Kline and others) that 




documented, the Eisenhower administration supported these international exhibits as a 
means of cultural democracy. Barnhisel relays: “Rhetorically reframed modernism, shorn of 
its revolutionary character by aesthetic autonomy and now largely understood as technique, 
was now ready for use in the cultural cold war.”82 The real aesthetic freedom Abstract 
Expressionism initially signified to so many artists, including O’Hara and Goldberg, was, to 
their chagrin, quickly appropriated for political ends.  
 More broadly, the once radical innovations of Action Painting were largely 
normalized by the late 1950s after gaining the institutional acceptance of the period’s art 
critics and scholars. In a 1958 Art News essay “The Legacy of Jackson Pollock” – whose title 
echoes Odes’ own concerns – contemporary “Happenings” artist Allan Kaprow wrote: “The 
act of painting, the new space, the personal mark that builds its own form and meaning, the 
endless tangle, the great scale, the new materials are by now clichés of college art 
departments.”83 Two years later (the year of Odes’ publication) Yale art historian George 
Heard Hamilton confirmed: “[The Abstract Expressionists] are still a principle source of 
inspiration for many young painters who have not found, or have not looked for, any other 
individuality […][They] have created since 1945 the kind of painting which is now by and 
large accepted and acceptable as the dominant mode of contemporary expression.”84 The 
growing cliché of Abstract Expressionism is something O’Hara and Goldberg clearly 
grasped. Interestingly, Hamilton also notes something that Odes itself had begun to affirm:  
Goldberg’s work is large, serious, solemn, handsome, and accomplished (within its 
own canons it is supremely well-made). But it is very much like a thousand other 
examples even if not identical with any, and so it may contain the hints, if not the 






Astute art critic as he was, O’Hara equally recognized this quality in Goldberg, portraying in 
his Ode to the painter a certain prescience that the “seeds of change” had already been 
sown.  
 Perhaps the ultimate testament to the foresight of Goldberg and O’Hara, however, 
was their use of the artists’ book form itself. While the poems and prints together procure a 
tentative response to a question that plagues Odes – where does the art go next? – the book 
form offers a material response. Unlike a Pollock mural which purports to embody nature, 
Odes insistently belongs to human culture. The use of serigraphy deliberately reintroduces a 
mechanical element to artistic production that undermines a sense of pure, unadulterated 
gesture and allows for multiple copies, such as we find in the artists’ books of the later 1960s 
and 1970s. More than that, Odes demands to be read and viewed up close rather than from 
afar; it requires of its reader-viewer an intimate and physical encounter. Unlike the mural on 
the wall, Odes is meant for circulation and independent ownership (however limited) rather 
than pure public display. The mode of active reception the book requires is something many 
collaborative forms share, but this type of artistic encounter also crucially precludes the stasis 
that befalls museum pieces like those depicted at the end of “Why I Am Not a Painter.” 
Finally, even if, as O’Hara once wrote, the “Abstract Expressionist movement is basically 
antimuseum in spirit,”86 the museum and other hegemonic cultural institutions remained its 
rightful domain, shaping its widespread reception. The artists’ book, by contrast, belongs to 
personal collections and fine booksellers – domestic and commercial spaces at the cultural 
margins.  
 David Joselit has argued that Abstract Expressionism’s legacy led in two directions: 




distinction between aesthetic and social space,” as in the 1960s Happenings.87 Odes falls into 
the latter category. While Odes may not quite achieve the Happenings’ radical dissolution of 
art and everyday activity, it at least problematizes the division between them by relegating 
fine art to the quality of an ordinary household article (a book or a newspaper) and by 
elevating the ordinary book to the status of an aesthetic object through its exaggerated 
dimensions, high cost, limited edition status, and non-representational “illustrations.” Odes 
both resists total aesthetic autonomy and, though it situates itself in the cultural economy, 
resists becoming “mass art” – it does not yet belong to the realms of Pop or kitsch.  
 Odes contemplates the need for, if not the origins of, continued reinvention at a 
temporal juncture between the decline of Abstract Expressionism and the advent of Pop. It 
is no wonder that O’Hara has been frequently aligned with artists like Robert Rauschenberg 
and Jasper Johns, whose 1950s work – including Rauschenberg’s early assault, “Erased De 
Kooning” (1953) – challenged the Abstract Expressionism’s orthodoxy and found its place 
at a crossroads of postwar American art. That Odes emerges between his Abstract 
Expressionist-inflected Meditations in an Emergency (1957) and Pop-like Lunch Poems (1964) is 
similarly noteworthy in this regard. O’Hara and Goldberg’s collaborative volume might be 
understood as an elegy for Abstract Expressionism itself: paying homage to its artistic 
authority while announcing the arrival of a revived aesthetic practice. It is fitting, then, that 
at the very  moment Goldberg and O’Hara were working on Odes in the late 1950s, Allan 
Kaprow asserts:  
Pollock, as I see him, left us at the point where we must become preoccupied with 
and even dazzled by the space and objects of our everyday life […] Young artists of 
today need no longer say, “I am a painter” or a “poet” or a “dancer.” They are 




horrified, critics will be confused or mused, but these, I am certain, will be the 
alchemies of the 1960s.88  
 
This is, after all, the point of Odes: a collaboration of artists attempting to reconcile the 
demands of their individual art to the contours of both their human and aesthetic worlds, 
together bearing us toward the new “alchemies of the 1960s.” 
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 “‘my / eye locked in self sight’” : Robert Creeley’s Collaborative Self-Portraits 
I. Introduction 
 A figure out of time – this is the initial impression of Robert Creeley one gets upon 
encountering R.B. Kitaj’s 1966 
portrait of the Black Mountain poet 
(Figure 16). With its image in slight 
profile and reddish hues, Kitaj’s 
depiction feels anachronistic, as- 
though it belongs to the hand of a 
15th-century artist. Yet an opposing 
impulse challenges the portrait’s 
timelessness. Its minimalist features – 
an isolated figure, the hard geometries 
of an off-center square amid a plain 
white background – are synchronic 
with the trends of the 1960s Pop 
movement to which the American painter Kitaj belongs. Creeley’s encircled, logo-like head 
furthers this; Kitaj here presents Robert Creeley the icon, as if the poet were a brand. And if 
the portrait is indicative, Creeley’s “brand” is characterized by the inherence of competing 
tendencies.  
 In Kitaj’s portrait, Creeley looks at once diffident and insuppressible, extending 
beyond the neat circle that should enclose him. His gaze is a mercurial locus: Creeley both 
Fig. 16 R.B. Kitaj, Creeley, 1966, 406 x 305 mm. 




deflects and courts the viewer’s attention. He appears to wink at or look skeptically upon us. 
This distinguishing lop-sided gaze is actually the result of a childhood accident that claimed 
Creeley’s left eye, but his stare is, as a result, all the more magnetic. We long to see what he 
views with an impenetrable myopia even as we may shrink away from his piercing intensity. 
That the portrait provokes this feeling is a testament to Kitaj’s ability to depict not just the 
complexity of Creeley the man, but the labyrinthine sensibility at the heart of his poetics, 
conditioned always by an acuminous eye. 
 I begin with this portrait of Creeley for several reasons, not least because of its 
striking capacity to reflect the many inconsistencies of Creeley’s personal and poetic life. 
Here is a poet incongruously described as hermetic and sociable. He enjoyed privacy and 
solitude, which he felt were generative writing conditions, and lived apart from cultural hubs, 
residing in rural New Hampshire on a chicken farm, New Mexico, and Guatemala. At the 
same time, he occupied a central position in a vast artistic network that spanned several 
teaching positions at Black Mountain College, the University of New Mexico, and SUNY-
Buffalo; extensive personal correspondence with poets like Charles Olson, Robert Duncan, 
and Denise Levertov; and over forty collaborations with visual artists like Kitaj, Jim Dine, 
Marisol, and Francesco Clemente.  
 Creeley’s lived contradictions seem inextricable from those of his verse. In his work, 
anger and violence often match great tenderness and altruism. His poems record 
interpersonal failure as much as longing for companionship. A poetry of incoherent 
extremes has even become central to his legacy. Shortly after Creeley’s 2005 death, his good 




The foundations of American poetry are often said to rest on two radically different 
approaches: Whitman’s expansive, sexually explicit, and exuberant verse and Emily 
Dickinson’s philosophical, hermetic, introspective poems. One measure of the 
genius of Creeley’s poetry is that he synthesizes these two directions—outward and 
inward—by creating a body of work that has at its heart a formal paradox. Call it 
quantum poetics.1 
 
Austere and expansive, metaphysical and material, Creeley’s “quantum poetics” have 
beguiled many critics. It is customary to remark that his work has been met with praise and 
revulsion in virtually equal part. Competing reviews will suffice to clarify. In a New York 
Review of Books essay, John Thompson noted admiringly of Creeley’s 1967 Words: “The words 
are so general, the situation so vague, the personages so ectoplasmic…He appears 
benevolently to give opportunities to his readers or listeners for the invocations of the 
polymorphous, the inarticulate, the wistful, for ‘feelings’ about nothing in particular, felt by 
nobody in particular, and quite charmingly without consequence.”2 By contrast, the New 
Republic’s Reed Whittemore railed against a similar vagueness in Creeley’s next volume, the 
1969 Pieces: “Creeley is against metaphor and simile…He is against details, plot, knowledge. 
All these annoyances provide him with opportunity for small lectures.”3 With time – which 
of course positively modifies our consideration of the avant-garde – critical consensus today 
favors the ingenuity of Creeley’s poetics, however inscrutable its propensities.   
 It is therefore no small feat that Kitaj’s portrait offers viewers a glimpse into 
Creeley’s many contradictions. Yet I begin with the Kitaj painting because it captures 
something even more fundamental to Creeley’s poetics than its paradoxes: its obsession with 
seeing and being seen. This is perhaps not a surprising obsession, given Creeley’s visual 
affliction; nonetheless, Kitaj’s painting serves as an especially fitting homage to a poet whose 




routinely takes visual measure of himself and others. Critics have often commented on 
Creeley’s characteristic self-consciousness. While they have not construed this tendency in 
visual arts terms, the poet’s repeated invocation of portraiture and especially self-portraiture 
is apt, for no other major painterly genre is as self-reflexive, as concerned with how artists 
see others and themselves.4 In a foreword to photographer Christopher Felver’s portraits, 
duly titled The Poet Exposed, Creeley himself remarks:  
I’m struck that portrait has a root sense of ‘to draw forth,’ which in turn provokes a 
sense of ‘draw’ I’d never before thought of. The painter Kitaj called the act of 
drawing another human being the sum and measure of all art. It is an entirely human 
one in all respects. No other relation can so define the imagination or the power of 
seeing literally.5  
 
Pursuing this very “relation” in his verse, Creeley is concerned with “draw[ing] [himself] 
forth”: striving to see his own image clearly and to understand how others might see him.  
 In his literary portraiture, Creeley grapples with the triumphs and trials inherent to 
the act of (self) representation. This issue is, of course, connected to ideas about mimesis 
and likeness that have long intrigued scholars of the “sister arts” –  ideas equally central to 
ekphrasis, as we have seen in Chapter 1. Both ekphrasis and portraiture are, after all, 
reflexive modes par excellence. Their frequent overlap, as in O’Hara’s “Homosexuality” on 
James Ensor’s Self-Portrait with Masks (Chapter 1) or John Ashbery’s “Self-Portrait in a 
Convex Mirror” on Parmigianino’s eponymous picture (discussed hereafter) seems almost 
inevitable. Though Creeley’s poetry infrequently conflates the two modes, his self-portraiture 
shares with O’Hara’s and Ashbery’s ekphrases an interest in the nature of representation, the 
affinities and limitations of each art, and the viewer’s role vis-à-vis the picture.6  More than 
that, portraiture requires that its artist (or poet) examine the relation between self and other, 




also underlies most collaborations. Self-portraiture, more radically, calls these assumed 
polarities into question, effacing the boundaries between them. Self-portraiture queries the 
authority and coherence of the self, emphasizing its status as a thoroughly relational 
construct. Creeley’s self-portraiture functions accordingly, altering the status of his lyric “I.”  
 In his use of portraiture as a means of exploring lyric subjectivity, Creeley follows in 
a vein of other modernist “painterly writers” Wendy Steiner outlines in her early study of 
Gertrude Stein that also includes e.e. cummings and William Carlos Williams. 7 For these 
writers and, I would add, for Creeley, “the literary portrait is an open invitation…to 
interartistic experimentation,” enabling them to query “the effect of translating a set of visual 
norms into literature[.]”8 Focusing here on Creeley’s extensive use of self-portraiture in 
Words – a volume whose title privileges its verbal medium – heightens the exigency of this 
translation; it foregrounds Creeley’s exploration of visual-verbal relations in a book that lacks 
the literal pictures other of his volumes entail and that has often narrowly been regarded as 
an exploration of logos. 9 And as in the portrait poems of modernists like Pound, Eliot, and 
H.D., who Frances Dickey, following Steiner, has ably explored, Creeley equally “[seeks] to 
undo the limits (and capacities) of the liberal subject, often imagining consciousness and 
selfhood as shared rather than individual.”10   
 Taken together, Dickey’s and Steiner’s assessments begin to underscore portrait 
poems’ collaborative nature. No less than O’Hara’s early ekphrases or the poets’ artists’ 
books, Creeley’s literary portraiture serves as a conduit for probing inter-artistic and 
interpersonal relations at once, invoking concerns central to the notion of “collaborative 
poetics” I have been developing. Like these other pursuits, portraiture is a profoundly 




is to insist upon the constitutive role of an intersubjective relation of self and other 
in generating the portrait image. In the usual event that a person pays another to 
produce a likeness, one can readily appreciate that, in addition to the financial 
transaction that takes place, artist and sitter are implicated in a transaction of a more 
subjective character which may have an effect on how the person is represented.11 
 
Even in self-portraiture, he usefully continues, “the outcome [is a result] of a dialectic of self 
and other.”12 Dickey herself goes further, cogently arguing that it is the very “intermediality” 
of portrait poems that not only makes them “a model for exchanges between poetry and 
music, opera, dance, and film,” but also makes them “a model for the interspatial self: a self 
constituted by exchanges between and among sources…in contrast to the traditional 
concept of the free-standing individual constituted and governed by an interior soul or 
mind.” 13  There is, in other words, a causal relationship between inter-artistic and 
interpersonal relations that portrait poems elicit.    
 Lending particular credence to Dickey’s understanding, Creeley’s self-portrait poems 
in Words demonstrate how the lyric “I” is continually (re)produced through relational 
processes. Not only is his “I” occasioned by the interplay of visual and verbal modes, but it 
further depends on exchange between artist/poet and viewer/reader. The poet’s use of 
pronominal deixis is integral to this production. Creeley’s vision of “self” in Words is rooted 
in a community of “Is” (and “eyes”) rather than in the intransigent lyric subject of poetic 
convention. Finally, the expanded, social sense of self Creeley begins to develop in Words 
foreshadows the more trenchant considerations of lyric subjectivity that his subsequent 
collaboration with Robert Indiana, Numbers pursues (Chapter 4). Like Creeley’s 
collaborations with painters, so do his portrait poems reinforce his abiding inter-artistic and 
communal vision.  




 Scholars have often suggested that Creeley’s 1960s volumes Words and Pieces mark a 
mature departure from his early collected volume For Love (1962). The latter books, they 
argue, diverge from earlier works’ neat lyricism and retreat instead into what Arthur Oberg 
calls a “radical cerebralism,” 14 or they inhabit a poetry that strives, per Charles Altieri, to 
“captur[e] a zero degree of thinking.”15 The mind at work is undoubtedly among Words’ 
prominent themes and one that distinguishes it from some of Creeley’s earlier work. Yet the 
thread of portraiture and self-portraiture that runs through For Love and Words, with its 
attendant considerations of lyricism, indicates a particular continuity between these volumes. 
Among the best known and most frequently anthologized Creeley poems are those in For 
Love which offer intimate, self-conscious portraits of figures like “the unsure / egoist” (“The 
Immoral Proposition”) and “The Lover.”16 Read more like diaristic disclosures than lyric 
fictions, these poems court a certain (con)fusion between authorial person and poetic 
persona that prefigures Words’  later self-portraiture.  
  “The Lover” (TCP 135), for example, documents a young man’s embarrassment at 
“buying Modess,” a feminine hygiene product. Michael Davidson contends that Creeley here 
“registers a profound insecurity about what it means to be male,” placing it within the longer 
arc of For Love in which the poet “trie[s] out various poses of masculinity, all of which seem 
to come in prepackaged forms of address: the abject lover, the self-righteous husband, the 
picaresque hero, the existential hipster.”17 Davidson’s use of the word “pose” is revealing, as 
he implies that we see Creeley throughout For Love continually remaking the masculine image 
in various portrait-like guises. Notice, too, how Creeley contemplates the young lover: 
  Should he 
 blush or not. Or  




 one side, as if in 
  
 the exactitude of his emotion he 
 were not offended? Were 
 proud?... 
 
It is striking that of the mere ten lines that comprise this poem, seven are devoted to a 
consideration of the young man’s facial expression and the position of his head. Here 
Creeley gazes his subject exactly as a portraitist might, contemplating how he will paint the 
young man’s countenance. Will he “blush or not”? Will he “turn coyly, his head” in profile? 
Harold Rosenberg maintains: “To portray people as self-conscious subjects is to return to 
traditional portraiture, in which the appearance of the sitter is composed aesthetically, like a 
still life, by means of cosmetics, hair style, costume, and above all, facial expression, before 
the portraitist applies his craft.”18 “The Lover” aligns neatly with Rosenberg’s assessment, 
not only “portraying [the man] as [a] self-conscious subject” but embodying the moment 
precisely before “the portraitist applies his craft,” as we observe Creeley in the process of 
aesthetically composing his male subject for our eventual view.  
 Later in For Love, Creeley turns his attention to a different subject, the “Lady in 
Black” (TCP 211), conjuring an imagined portrait of the titular figure. The poem’s opening 
stanzas reveal a “mental picture” of the “lady in black” either “coming, or going…to the 
church.” Her picture in foreground, Creeley places in background “the black car, lately 
stepped out of.” Just as we perhaps begin to imagine the somber portrait of a grieving 
widow at a funeral, Creeley humorously, if darkly, reveals to us a nude – no doubt the 
original female subject of portraiture. Suddenly, 
 her dress 





 all eyes as if 
 people were looking 
  
 see  
 her still 
 an attitude 
 perplexing.   
 
While Creeley is clear that this is a “mental picture,” he nonetheless invokes for it a 
hypothetical audience, posing the now-nude “Lady in Black” before us as though in frame. 
The lady, unabashed, “lets / all eyes” – her audience’s eyes, Creeley’s eyes, our eyes – “see / 
her”; she has become a figure not just consciously arranged but consciously arranging herself 
as a “still” (to read the word doubly). She conspicuously invites the audience to look and to 
intuit what they will from –  even to be aroused by – her enigmatic expression, the portrait’s 
“attitude perplexing.”  
 Elsewhere in For Love Creeley presents more fleeting suggestions of portraiture. At 
the beginning of “The Awakening” (TCP 205), a poem for Creeley’s close friend and 
correspondent Charles Olson, we find an image of Narcissus – perhaps the very first self-
portrait maker of record. It opens:  
He feels small as he awakens, 
but in the stream’s sudden mirror, 
a pool of darkening water,  
sees his size with his own two eyes. 
  
Creeley portrays this Narcissus as a giant (a likely nod to Olson’s towering 6’8 frame and 
position of esteem) taking visual stock of himself in his watery mirror. The “mirror” Creeley 
conjures here will come to frequently occupy the poems of Words; it is, after all, the essential 




and artistic creation. In it, Creeley offers an ekphrastic depiction of two Keatsian “Urn”-like 
lovers on a woodcut:  
so still 
they will not move 
from that quiet  
action ever  
 again. 
He then proceeds to wonder whether “the man / who made them [found] a like quiet.” 
With this question, what seems initially like a depiction of the emblazoned figures transforms 
ultimately into a portrait of their artist who is observed “in the act of making them.” Indeed 
by the poem’s end the artist himself becomes the poem’s central work of art, “so quiet, so 
still.” This shift places the poem within the grand tradition of portraiture, especially 
prominent in the 17th century, that depicts the artist at work in his studio.19 And Creeley 
himself becomes an extra-diegetic double for the artist he depicts: a poet in the act of 
creating a work of art about a painter in the act of creating a work of art. Here again is a 
form of “mirroring.” The titular artistic “figures” proliferate.  
 Finally, in “The Sign Board” (TCP 227) we experience the strange “sense of coming 
face to face with another person before that person reverts to an image”20 that Laura 
Cumming describes as endemic to all portraiture. In the poem “a solitary man / sitting in the 
figure of silence” – that is, a portrait – confronts its implicit viewer (the reader). Creeley 
enjoins the reader-viewer to “scream at him / come here you idiot it’s going to go off,” as 
though he were really another person. But no sooner is the scream effected than its 
addressee appears thoroughly unreal, beheld as a mask or a mere representation of a face. As 
Cumming might put it, the person we encounter quickly “reverts to an image”: 




 but the features, of a face, pasted 
 on a face until that face is 
 faceless. 
 
What’s more, Creeley continues, this face “answers” its interlocutor “by / a being nothing 
there / where there was a man.” This is, of course, the essence of portraiture: that an image 
or simulacrum of a person is left behind, displacing the actual man who was once there.  
 The dynamics of portraiture that Creeley engages in For Love, including the trope of 
mirrors and mirroring and the depictions of the artist at work, recur in Words. Yet Creeley 
uses them in the later volume to distinctive effect. In For Love Creeley often writes of stills 
and stillness; forms of the words “quiet” and “silence” continually appear. The artist in “The 
Figures” (TCP 245), “so quiet, so still” seems to encapsulate the idea of portraiture Creeley 
conjures throughout the volume: one that endorses the well-worn aesthetic notion that 
“painting is mute poetry, poetry a speaking picture.” In For Love, Creeley’s portraits behave 
according to aesthetic convention: they are silent and  immobile. In Words, however, Creeley 
begins to dismantle or challenge these conventions, confronting, sometimes even violently, 
the portrait’s contained, still, and silent arrangement. “Flux” is a term often used to describe 
Words’ state of experience. Charles Altieri concludes that “the central task of Words is to 
elaborate the ideal of ground or place so that it can be reconciled with the flux.”21 Similarly, 
John Yau argues that Words provides some of the “most radical, concentrated examples of 
[Creeley’s] push to locate the physical world in poetry, as well as connect the body with the 
flux of reality.”22 This notion of “flux,” however, also proves a useful way of thinking about 
the distinction in portraiture between For Love and Words. In line with Altieri’s and Yau’s 
understandings, the transition between the early and late ‘60s volumes might well be 




activity, from inside the frame to the outside world, but also, and crucially, from fixed to 
malleable subject.   
 Consider the difference between two poems in For Love and Words. In For Love’s 
“The Death of Venus” (TCP 134) – a title which notably inverts Botticelli’s famous “Birth” 
image – Creeley depicts the goddess of love as she appears in a dream, evincing a “mental 
picture” comparable to that found in “The Lady in Black.” In the portraiture of reverie, 
Venus’ mythic beauty is deformed by monstrosity: “I dreamt that her sensual proportions 
had suffered sea-change, / that she was a porpoise, / a sea-beast rising lucid from the mist.” 
Still, the dreamer attempts to “call her closer.” Yet as conventional portraiture requires, she 
cannot speak: “The sound of waves killed speech.” Moreover, the subject is silenced, even 
willfully silences herself, as she drowns: “she snorted and filled her lungs with water, / then 
sank, to the bottom.” Upon her death, Venus becomes a still. The poem ends as Creeley’s 
“I” “look[s] down” into the “clear” water “like crystal” and “s[ees] her,” ensconced as if in a 
mirror or frame. Hers is not a beautiful image, necessarily, but it is a fixed image nonetheless, 
as she is finally deprived of whatever mutable quality the beginning of the poem afforded. By 
the poem’s end all that remains is her static appearance, composed through the eye of the 
beholder, as his gaze effects for her a kind of second death.  
 In Words, however, art and subject are animate. “The Statue” (TCP 335) figures its 
speaker as a sculptor who addresses an ambiguous “you” – both a future gazer and an 
artistic accomplice. “I propose to you / a body bleached,” it begins, “a body which would be 
dead / were it not alive.” Far from a cadaver or marbled (“bleached”) resemblance, this 
“Statue” is a real corporeal entity: “alive.” “We will stand it up / in the garden,” the sculptor-




generative or vitalizing. More remarkably, the statue comes to life, breaking its traditional 
stony silence:  
 evenings it will  
 soften there as the darkness 
 comes down from such space. 
  
 Perhaps small sounds 
 will come from it, perhaps 
 the wind only, but its  
 mouth, could one see it, 
  
 will flutter.  
 
Here is converse of For Love’s “Venus,” who, once mutable, is rendered mute. In Words, the 
statue’s marmoreal stiffness acquires the pliability of human flesh. The aesthetic figure even 
attempts speech or, at least, “sounds.” The statue’s stillness is further revealed as a ruse, for 
“There will be / a day,” the speaker imagines, “when [the statue] walks just before / we 
come to look at it, but by then / it will have returned to its place.” Unlike that of “Venus,” 
this fixity appears performative rather than intrinsic, as though the statue only “return[s] to 
its place” so as not to reveal its true dynamism. Nevertheless, the “flutter” of “its mouth” 
might yet reveal the secret. If art has traditionally been understood as mimetic, such that it 
can only appropriate the quality of nature, then in “The Statue” the natural state – and the 
human –assumes its pose as art. Troubling the boundary between these categories, “The 
Statue” casts doubt on what is perceived as artifice and what as real. The poem therefore 
calls into question our understanding of the poetic subject, blurring the line between living 
person and artistic figure. No epistemological or ontological frame is stable. 23  




 This sense of instability bears directly on the way Creeley conceives of lyric 
subjectivity in Words. The volume’s especial predilection for self-portraiture is fitting, for 
even more than the portraits of others we find in For Love, self-portraiture’s quintessential 
reflexivity invites speculation about the constitution of the subject, courting a similar 
confusion between living person and artistic figure. Even so, it may seem curious that visual 
representation should enthrall a volume so explicitly concerned with language, especially 
since these descriptive systems have long been positioned antagonistically. On one hand, the 
poet’s turn to self-portraiture might confirm John Yau’s sense that in Words, “Creeley insists 
that his words are manifested as things unto themselves, rather than an expression of an 
idea” and therefore “propos[es] that his writing is in some way equal to art, its physical and 
visual presence.”24 On the other, we might appeal to James Hall’s instructive reminder about 
the relationship between painting and language, particularly concerning subjectivity. As Hall 
points out:  
There is a tendency for some scholars to assume that the history of self-portraiture 
follows in the wake of literature, especially in relation to concepts such as 
‘inwardness’ and ‘subjectivity’, which are often assumed to begin with Montaigne’s 
semi-autobiographical essays and Descartes’ ‘I think therefore I am’ – only later 
cropping up in the self-portraits of Rembrandt. Yet the influence works the other 
way: Montaigne and Descartes continually had recourse to metaphors taken from the 
visual arts to express ideas of the self and the development of consciousness.25 
 
Hall reminds us that a language of subjectivity is actually ancillary to its visual representation. 
Moreover, as Wendy Steiner contends, “a written imitation of the physical appearance of the 
subject (a temporal sequence for a spatial juxtaposition) is a virtual impossibility.”26 Thus in 
Words we may find a suggestion about the indirectness of words vis-à-vis images and their 
consequent limitation as a means of self-expression. Creeley was deeply attuned to such 




1950-1965”: “Possibly the attraction the artist had for people like myself – think of O’Hara, 
Ashbery, Koch, Duncan, McClure, Ginsberg – was that lovely, uncluttered directness of 
perception and act we found in so many of them.”27 In Words, Creeley’s self-articulation 
serves as a response to a more primary inclination to look. Perhaps Creeley recognizes that 
any self-description he could effect in language would be impossible if not for an initial 
visual encounter (to echo Wendy Steiner) or at least frustratingly indirect.  
 For Creeley, then, the “I” integrally depends on the “eye”; self-articulation is 
imbricated in sight. One way this self-exploration proceeds in Words is through the trope of 
mirrors and the visual reflections they produce. Early in the volume, Creeley establishes the 
idea that reflections are necessarily distortions, both favorable and unfavorable. Consistent 
with Jonathan Miller’s suggestion that “the [mirror’s] curved surface systematically disfigures 
[what it reflects],”28 Creeley own surfaces appear to deform or misrepresent whatever is in 
view. In “Water” (TCP 268), the world’s natural mirror (and one we have already seen in For 
Love) can “never make / even in reflection” the “blue sky.” Reflections or representations, 
Creeley implies, may be deficient, for they cannot match the original’s brilliance. There is, as 
he concludes, is “error / in water”: “error” in reflection and, further, in written portrayal. 
Nonetheless, Creeley suggests elsewhere that mirrors might also intensify what they reflect, 
rendering reflections superior to the originals they claim to embody. In “Something” (TCP 
281) a speaker describes his female lover’s profile “reflected in the mirror, / the hair dark 
there, the full of her face, the shoulders.” Yet what this mirror shows – a beautiful reflection 
– is incongruous with the woman’s actions, as she “sat spread-legged, turned on one faucet 




crudeness the “real” picture evokes. Love, Creeley famously marvels at the poem’s end, 
might also distort in this way: “What love might learn from such a sight.”  
 That the mirror may both augment and disfigure what they reflect has important 
repercussions when Creeley ultimately turns it on himself. The 19th-century French painter 
Gustave Courbet once observed that in self-portraiture the artist “appears doubled but also 
divided.”29 Courbet alludes to the paradoxical nature of self-portraits, which at once depict 
an excess of subjectivity and a certain lack thereof: both an amplification and distortion. The 
“self” in self-portraiture is doubled: it is at once the painting subject (artist) and the painted 
object (depicted figure). This ensures that the self is “divided,” rent between subject and 
object positions. More than that, the self-portrait points both to the presence of the subject 
(in representation) and to its absence (in reality). Self-portraiture, as a consequence, portrays 
a subject that is not just “doubled and divided” but that thoroughly belies fixity.   
 Moments of complex subjectivity where the self is both “doubled and divided,”  
augmented and disfigured, present but somehow spectral, are particularly acute in Words 
where Creeley takes visual notice of anger. Michael Davidson has observed that “Creeley’s 
rage often takes…[a] form of splitting, the ‘I’ and ‘he,’ divided to represent the Subject as 
both self and accuser.”30 That mirrors and mirroring are integral to portraying Creeley’s 
angry subject follows suit. “One Way” (TCP 302-303), which describes an incident of 
domestic violence, opens with a confrontation: “Of the two, one faces one.” The 
confrontation between “two” this poem depicts, however, is not the one we expect – rather 
than one between “he” (abuser) and “she” (abused), it is one between “he” and “himself.” 
At the very moment when the poem’s violent confrontation should reach a climax, the poem 




 As he raises 
 his hand to 
 not strike her, as  
  
 again his hand 
 is raised, she has  
 gone, into another  
 
 room. In the room 
 left by her, he 
 cannot see himself 
  
 as in a mirror, as 
 a feeling of reflection (TCP 302). 
 
Creeley negates the meeting between “he” and “she” the poem prepares us for. Instead – 
and in the pregnant pause which the line evokes with its hanging “as” – “he” and we readers 
suddenly see his reflected image. The poem turns, in other words, not on a moment of 
effected violence against “her” but on a moment of trespass against the self: the moment 
when the self-portrait poet looks in the mirror and sees himself anew, even as monstrous. 
“He” is doubled: he “raises /his hand” and again, “as in a mirror,” “his hand /is raised” 
reflexively. “He” is also divided: he “cannot see himself” because what he sees and what we 
see of him, by proxy, is both an amplification and distortion – a dissociated image or a mere 
“feeling of reflection.” Seeing himself doubled and divided, he “cannot see himself” at all.  
 “Anger” (TCP 305-309) deploys a similar mirroring effect. Unlike “One Way,” 
however, it contains no actual reflective glass. Still, the mirror’s absence is pertinent, for 
many self-portraits only reveal the artist’s reflection rather than its mechanism. Jonathan 
Miller explains: “as long as observers have good reason to identify what they see as a reflection, 
they ‘see’ the surface notwithstanding the fact that there is nothing visible to justify such a 




consequently identify the mirror in “Anger,” only when we are afforded a view of the subject 
it depicts. “He is angry,” Creeley writes of this refracted subject, “His / face grows”: 
 It is an open 
 hole of horror, of 
  
 nothing as if not 
 enough there is 
 nothing. A pit –  
  
 which he recognizes, 
 familiar, sees 
 the use in, a hole 
  
 for anger and 
 fills it  
 with himself, 
  
 yet watches on 
 the edge of it… (TCP 306). 
 
Rather than show us the actual “angry” man, these lines instead reveal two objects: the 
mirror – a “familiar” “pit” or “hole” that he “fills…with himself” – and the object of its 
reflection – the self-portraitist’s dark double. The mirror, initially empty, reveals both its own 
reflective mechanism and the self-portraitist at its “edge,” observing with us as an image of 
his anger manifests. The implicit mirror in “Anger” shows its speaker simultaneously inside 
and outside the self-portrait frame. It is, in this way, well-situated in the tradition of “oblique 
self-portrait[ure]” Miller describes, in which “neither the mirror nor the canvas is 
represented, although the sidelong gaze now seems to imply that the artist is dividing his 
attention between the mirror out front and the invisible canvas somewhere off to the side.”32 
 In “Anger” we dually witness the artist seeing himself in the mirror and the 
composed reflection he observes. Richard Brilliant maintains: such a “careful examination of 




viewer confronts the purposeful relationship between the original, who presents himself or 
herself in the world, and the portrait, as a subsequent representation of that person.”33 While 
the poem’s first section reveals only the man’s mirrored composition (Brilliant’s “subsequent 
representation”) – “He is angry” –its second section depicts the artist in the process of 
composing his image (“the original”). The pronoun conspicuously switches to “I” as the 
self-portraitist muses:  
 The pattern  
 is only resemblance. 
  
 I cannot see myself 
 but as what I see, an 
  
 object but a man, 
 with lust for forgiveness, 
  
 raging, from that vantage, 
 secure in the purpose, 
  
 double, split (TCP 307). 
  
“From that vantage” at the edge of the mirror, where the self-portraitist sees himself seeing 
himself, the speaker recognizes “an object / but a man.” Recognizing himself as both subject 
and object, Creeley explicitly echoes Courbet’s sense of self-portraiture’s “doubled and 
divided self” even noting that the figure he sees is “double, split.” The couplets Creeley 
employs in these lines – breaking the tercet pattern that comes before and after – only 
enhance this sense of duality.  
 By the poem’s fourth section, “I” and “he” (“man” and “object”) become entangled; 
the clear dichotomy is no longer “secure in the purpose.” In other words, the reflective 




the “edge” of the mirror but also squarely contained within it. Composing subject and 
reflected double (“I” and “he”) merge: 
 Face me, 
 in the dark, 
 my face. See me. 
  
 It is the cry 
 I hear all  
 my life, my own 
 voice, my 
  
 eye locked in self 
 sight   
  (TCP 308). 
 
As in self-portraiture, Creeley recognizes how, in Cumming’s terms, “The eye the artist is 
trying to paint is the same eye that is directing operations.”34 Or perhaps, as Frank O’Hara 
puts it in “[The Clouds Go Soft]” – a poem that appears in Jasper Johns’s own skeletal self-
portrait Skin with Frank O’Hara Poem – there is “no more conversion, no more conversation 
/ the sand inevitably seeks the eye / and it is the same eye” (CP 474). Creeley’s “raging” man 
is no longer just a double or a distortion – a representative version of the artist – but also, 
and unavoidably, the artist himself – “eye locked in self /sight.” 
 In “Anger,” as well as in much of Words, what is initially contained or neatly framed 
(his rage, the “I”) becomes unfettered, and this “opening,” Creeley writes, brings “relief / 
even in what / was so hated.” The inside of the frame – static, posed – meets the temporal 
flux of lived experience, or else, the visual representation becomes inextricable from the 
composing subject. Visual imagery in Words is not simply prior to verbal articulation but 
becomes indelibly tied to it. The result, however, is that Creeley’s self-portrait can never be 




subject” remains a work-in-progress; “I” is remade, poem after poem, in a new visual-verbal 
image, but none is final. In some poems, as we have seen, “I” appears as an angry or violent 
man. In “Distance,” “I” is an old man: “I have / a face grown / hairy and old, / it has 
greyed / to white on the sides of my cheeks” (TCP 311). “I” has many faces. “The Dream” 
declares: 
I see  
two faces turned  
one of which  
I assume mine, one  
of which I assume.  
It is 
what I now make 
up of it… (TCP 298).  
 
The many, sometimes Janus-faced guises “I assume” throughout Words ultimately impedes 
any sense of its essence: “It is,” as Creeley is clear, only “what I now make / up of it.” 
 The impossibility of seeing any coherent “I” in Words is intimately related to the idea 
of partial vision: the limitation of having only one eye. Recall that Creeley’s markedly singular 
“eye / is locked in self sight.” While Creeley’s myopia is, of course, a biographical fact, it also 
connected to his self-portraiture, resulting in a fragmented vision of self. This idea, crucial to 
Words, is one Creeley had actually begun to formulate as early as 1950 when he wrote to 
Charles Olson:  
A man only has two eyes, really, like myself, he has only one. The greatest hurt / is 
the SPLIT of his seeing. What kills. It is here being done…He is being split / by 
having to observe…the smashing of his own ‘unity,’ his own grip on such…Like, so 
torn, he wd be saying: THIS IS ME & YET IT HAS NOTHING TO DO WITH 
ME.35  
 
For Creeley, incoherent vision is figured less as a specific medical plight than as a necessary, 




viewing subjects face: one’s inability to ever see or recognize oneself whole. Creeley’s “I” is 
always “SPLIT”: it is not only an inter-medial figure, rent between its visual and verbal 
expression, but an inter-subjective one, forged dialectically between an artist-author and his 
reader-viewers.   
IV. Reading Creeley’s Self-Portraits: Undoing Lyric Subjectivity through Deixis 
 In his art essays, Creeley often discusses Jackson Pollock’s influence on his desire to 
be “in” his work.36 Self-portraiture no doubt takes this literally. Being in the painting or 
poem, both for Pollock and for Creeley the self-portraitist, suggests a process whereby art 
bears witness to its generation.37 Accordingly, being in the work necessarily inhibits fixed 
figuration. To be “in” the work is to fail to see both self and art as a completed entity; it is to 
observe these only in transit. Consequently whatever is in the work, including the “I,” is 
prone to abstraction and disunity. More than that, being in the work entails a specific 
temporality, instating the artist and his art in an indefinite present. Still, both the artist’s labor 
and his aesthetic production are eventually conclusive, or else there would be no work at all. 
Thus, being in the work offers at once an illusion of presentness – of being an “I” 
continually “here” and “now” – even as it leaves a trace of something that already occurred – 
an “I” that was “then” and “there.” This “paradox of timing,” as Laura Cumming usefully 
calls it, is fundamental to self-portraiture.38  
 Creeley nowhere more clearly explores this temporal irony than in his poem “I” 
(TCP 279-80) – no doubt Words’ consummate self-portrait. In it, Creeley presents an almost 
elegiac, biographical record of his own life, beginning  “[I] is the grandson / of Thomas L. 
Creeley, who acquired eight acres of Belmont land around 1880…” The opening lines’ 




is.” This subject/verb dissonance is comparable to the visual slippage of the self-portraitist, 
which effectively complicates the distinction between “I here and now” (the portrait 
representation) and “I then and there” (the composing artist). The grammatical error 
achieves a comparable effect within the space of the poem, demonstrating how the “I” takes 
shape temporally between the initial event of writing “then and there” (I am) and the belated 
moment of reading “here and now” (he is). In this sense, the subject is again both doubled 
and divided. When Creeley several lines later asserts, “I, is late,” the reflexive belatedness of 
the phrase enhances our sense that the lyric “I” is a (re)composed contingency rather than an 
a priori textual fact. Creeley intimates, then, that the existence of the “I” depends not just on 
the creative act of the author or artist but also on its subsequent reception by an addressee – 
the viewer or equivalently, the reader. Like portraits, so do Creeley’s poems, in Richard 
Brilliant’s terms,  
envisage a complex transaction between the implied viewer and the subject, an 
allusion as essential to the viewer’s role as it is imaginary. But portraits…may reflect 
an image of a person in front of them, often with such distortions, or so unstably, 
that the connection between the image and its source seems uncertain, effectively 
complicating the relationship between the seeing ‘I’ and the seen ‘You” […]. 39 
 
Creeley’s poetry also complicates the relationship between the “seeing ‘I’” and the “seen 
‘You.’” “I” is not the prerogative of some fixed subjectivity but of several dispersed “I’s” 
and eyes, including – perhaps even especially – our own. Thus we can read again the poem’s 
early pun in “I / is.”  
 In this subjective dispersal, Creeley’s sense of “I” previews that found in John 
Ashbery’s seminal “Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror” (1974), among the most famous works 
in the literary self-portraiture tradition. That poem, as Richard Stamelman describes, is both 




criticism of the illusions and deceptions inherent in forms of traditional representation that 
insist on the ideal, essential, and totalized nature of the copied images they portray,” 
including the subject.40 What both poems share is their emphasis on the act of reading as 
much as writing, or equivalently, the act of viewing as much as painting. Bonnie Costello 
maintains that Ashbery’s emphasis on reading – and, I would add, Creeley’s own – means 
that “self-reflexiveness escapes banal solipsism and opens onto larger questions of 
communication.”41 Moreover, Ashbery achieves this “escape” through convexity, which 
“defines the relationship of writer and reader, those gestures made by the writer toward a 
listener set physically and psychically apart.”42 Creeley similarly evokes a spatial quality in his 
poetry, but his own “gestures” toward the reader are conveyed not through the convexity 
apparent in Ashbery’s poem but through deixis. Heather Dubrow avers: “deixis establishes 
the poem as a process involving more than one consciousness in a complex relationship to 
space and place, both of which…call into question some conventional assumptions about 
the internalizations performed by the so-called lyric ‘I.’”43 Through deixis, Creeley extends 
the boundaries of his poetic frame to implicate the reader-viewer, making the reader a 
partner to the poem’s signifying processes.     
 Through deixis, Creeley evinces in language a sense of spatiality traditionally 
consigned to visual art. Deixis therefore becomes a natural locus through which Creeley can 
simultaneously explore the relationship between visual art (a spatial medium) and poetry (a 
temporal one) as much as between artist and audience. Undoing a clear-cut separation 
between visual and verbal media, Creeley presents his readers in “I” with his grandfather’s 
photographic portraiture (“picture”). Through ekphrasis he describes: “I saw a picture of 




Bringing the poetic speaker “I” and visually depicted “him” into direct contact within the 
poem, the picture redefines their spatio-temporal connection, making both “I” and “him” 
appear to us present and intimate rather than past and distant. Accordingly, this ekphrastic 
picture embodies the effect Creeley’s pronominal play seeks elsewhere in the poem to effect, 
insofar as his personal deixis equally reorients spatio-temporal boundaries and therefore 
reimagines the act of writing (painting) and that of reading (viewing) as coterminous events.  
 Through deixis, Creeley alters the reader’s perception of the poem’s nominal “I.” 
Following Charles Altieri, David Kennedy has explored Creeley’s extensive use of “here” 
and “there” in Words and Pieces.44 While terms like “here” and “there” – what Heather 
Dubrow calls “deictics of place”45 – are essential to these volumes, Creeley’s use of pronouns 
like “I” and “he” – “deictics of person”46 – are especially germane to his self-portrait poems 
and nowhere more clearly than in “I.” In “I,” Creeley stages what Jonathan Culler (who 
Kennedy also invokes) calls “a fictional situation of utterance.”47 This is, in essence, the 
linguistic equivalent of self-portraiture, which might rightly be called a fictional situation of 
appearance. According to Culler, “Any speaker whom the reader fills in or imagines [for ‘I’] 
will be a poetic construct […] a meditative persona or agential locus that is crucial to the 
poem’s interpretation.” 48 It is noteworthy, then, that Creeley’s poem shifts from first to third 
person when he writes: “The author’s father [not my father] the late / Dr. Oscar Creeley, was 
a prominent Watertown physician…” (TCP 279). This shift from first and third person 
ostensibly preempts the mode of reading Culler describes, one in which the reader perceives 
the “I” as “a meditative persona” or “agential locus,” that further conflates “I” and “the 
author.” Doing so, however, Creeley not only highlights how the unity and lyric authority of 




unified authority  is to read in error; it is, as Virginia Jackson has argued in her discussion of 
“lyric reading” to “creat[e] an abstract personification in the place of the historical person.”49 
This is not to suggest that we can ultimately know the “historical person” in the poem. As 
Barrett Watten has remarked, "Creeley’s work is resolutely organized around a biographical 
axis…But while autobiography [or self-portraiture] may be the work’s framing, and 
ultimately one of its primary values, the particulars of the poem itself often work to 
undermine the stability of the person, to set it in doubt.”50 The poem’s closing line about his 
father’s grave may double as a metaphor for our inability to unearth in “I” a biographical 
Creeley: “they couldn’t dig him up” (TCP 280). But what Jackson’s understanding and 
Creeley’s poem most forcibly counter is a readerly confusion that mistakes the “I” in the 
poem (or the portrait) for a pre-established, determinate entity rather than one whose 
existence is mediated and produced in relation.   
 In other of Words’ poems, Creeley employs shifting deictic registers to similar effect, 
further magnifying the constructed nature of fixed lyric subjectivity – the capital “I.” “The 
Pattern” opens:  
As soon as 
I speak, I  
speaks. It 
 




in the direction 
of its 
words (TCP 294).  
 
 “As soon as” the poetic utterance is effected (“I speak”) some semblance of a unified “I” – 




authorial persona we have just imagined, Creeley demonstrates how lyric deixis operates 
under the constraint of its own poetic system: “It / wants to be free” but is not. Culler notes 
that “Play with personal pronouns and obscure deictic references” like that we find in “The 
Pattern,” “prevents the reader from constructing a coherent enunciative act” and thus is 
“one the principal ways of questioning the ordered world which the ordinary communicative 
circuit assumes.”51 The poem’s “communicative circuit” is frustrated, for while deixis usually 
functions “in the direction of its words” – to demark a referent for the reader – “it” is not 
only “impassive” but duplicitous. In both senses, Creeley’s deixis “lies.”  
  “A Sight” (TCP 340-41) also uses personal deixis to disrupt the communicative 
order lyric poetry traditionally assumes. Its opening stanzas synthesize many of the ideas 
Creeley develops in the volume. It begins: 
Quicker 
than that, can’t 
get off ‘the  
dead center of’ 
 
myself. He / I  
were walking. Then 
the place is / was 
not ever enough…  
 
First, the poem’s title underscores the inter-medial aspect of portrait poems, in which “A 
Sight” is generative for language (self-articulation) but language ultimately serves to revise 
sight. The title also recalls the end of the poem “Something”  – “what love might learn from 
such a sight” – where the visual image is a beautifully composed but ultimately unfaithful 
view of its subject. Second, the shifting deictics “He/I ” undermine any presumption of the 
lyric subject’s stability at the outset. And after all, as Creeley implies through the use of 




of speech. Finally, in deliberately doubling and dividing the poem’s subject “He/I” here – 
reminding us of earlier works like “Anger” and “One Way” –  Creeley’s pronominal deixis 
“prevents us from constructing a discursive situation and determining which are its prime 
constituents.”52 More plainly than in other poems, “A Sight” divests its reader of a coherent 
“I” to latch onto at its outset. The poem’s opening also stresses its concern with the 
subject’s temporality, which is complicated by the tense shift “is /was.” This not only 
disorients the poem’s spatial and temporal parameters, much as in “I,” but thereby calls into 
question the definite boundary between the moment of inscription (writing/painting) and of 
reflection (reading/viewing), which again appear simultaneous. Rather than an intrinsic 
textual or visual fact, the “I” (is) of Creeley’s self-portrait poems emerges through this 
encounter.    
V. “the interminable subject”: Creeley, O’Hara, and the “I” in the 1960s 
 While his examples are often more extreme than those of other poets, Creeley is not 
alone in using personal deixis to transform our sense of poetic subjectivity. Ashbery, of 
course, also relies on shifting personal pronouns throughout his “Self-Portrait in a Convex 
Mirror” to undermine the reader’s sense of the depicted subject. 53  For my purposes, 
however, it is worth considering Creeley’s lyric and deictic play vis-à-vis that of Frank 
O’Hara. As in Creeley’s verse, O’Hara’s habitual use of multiple, shifting pronouns 
(discussed briefly in Chapter 1) renders the lyric subject of his poetry a mutable entity rather 
than an intransigent given. Both Creeley and O’Hara effectively de-fetishize the lyric subject, 
for if the poem is assumed as a channel of communication between a speaker and 
interpreter, it relies on the fiction of the coherent “I” to establish the terms of the message. 




an essential or informational agent. What Creeley and O’Hara’s deictic manipulations defy, 
then (to return to Virginia Jackson’s discussion) is a pervasive mode of “lyric reading” that 
emerges with New Criticism. Though Jackson herself focuses her analysis on the midcentury 
reception of Emily Dickinson, it is fitting that Creeley’s and O’Hara’s works would respond 
directly to the New Critical reading methods, indelibly tied as they were to the university-
literary establishment both poets rejected. What Creeley’s and O’Hara’s verse, like 
Dickinson’s before them, “strenuously resis[t]” is a mode of reading that “substitute[s] the 
alienated lyric image of the human…for the exchange between historical persons between 
whom the barriers of space and time had not fallen.”54 That is: they resist a mode of 
interpretation that elevates the fixed (alienated) lyric subject and consequently evinces 
isolation of author and reader (artist and viewer) rather than placing them in direct 
conversation. Undoing the unity of the lyric “I,” Creeley and O’Hara strive for a poetry in 
which the time and space of reading and writing, production and reception, is shared and 
ongoing (is/was) rather than one-sided and complete.    
 The inter-artistic nature of Creeley’s self-portraits and O’Hara’s ekphrases reinforces 
their attempt to produce poetries predicated on such inter-subjective exchange. To invoke 
Frances Dickey: the “generic connectedness and intermedial flexibility”55 on which O’Hara 
and Creeley’s poetries rely at once reflects and incites the “connectedness” and “flexibility” 
between subject positions they seek to convey. Predicated on exchanges between media 
forms as much as between authors and readers, artists and viewers, or artists and artworks, 
their poetries continually confront the contained discursive situation of lyric tradition. 
Though their works still rely on recognizably lyric structures, they also challenge the 




idea that “to address someone directly – an individual or an audience – one would not write 
a poem.” 57  Through Creeley’s deictic self-portrait poems as well as through O’Hara’s 
ekphrases “I” and “you” (or “he” and others) come to inhabit the shared space of the poem; 
they communicate on common ground, undoing divisions between what is “in” the work 
and what is outside of it. Their work’s transactional nature becomes such that “one could 
use the telephone instead of writing the poem,” as O’Hara declaims in his infamous 
“Personism” mock manifesto.58 Creeley broaches a consonant idea when he says that “the 
act of reading a poem” is one of “reading with someone. And I feel that when people read 
my poems most sympathetically with me as I am writing with them. So communication in 
this way is a mutual feeling with someone, not a didactic process of information.”59 For both 
Creeley and O’Hara, it is only a short step from this sense of communicative reading and 
writing with to more literal forms of collaboration. Drawing on inter-artistic exchanges and 
techniques, Creeley’s literary self-portraiture and O’Hara’s early ekphrastic poetry prefigure 
the inter-subjective dynamics of conversation and reciprocity inherent to collaborative 
artists’ books like Odes (Chapter 2) and Numbers (Chapter 4).  
 Nevertheless, the two poets do not reconceive of lyric subjectivity in exactly the 
same way. In O’Hara’s poetry, interpersonal exchange ideally functions to produce a clearer 
sense of the “I’s” identity. The final lines of his “Mayakovsky” (made notorious by the 
popular show Mad Men) are revealing: 
 It may be the coldest day of  
 the year, what does he think of 
 that? I mean, what do I? And if I do, 





The shifting deictics are marked, as the speaker moves between the perspective of “he” and 
“I.” Ultimately, however, the “I” should come into being more clearly through the 
interchange with “he”: “I” should become “myself again.” There is a recurrent, often 
idealistic sense in O’Hara’s verse that this kind of dialogic process may reproduce or 
recuperate some initial but now lost subjectivity – a likely vestige of O’Hara’s interest in 
French surrealism and its attempts to unearth the individual subconscious.60 By contrast, 
though the deictic play in Creeley’s self-portrait poems equally functions to generate a 
dialogic process, it never stands to transcend it.  
 Creeley best intimates the distinction between his verse and that of others (possibly 
including O’Hara) in his essay “Ecce Homo.” There he argues that the aim of much modern 
art is recuperative, for “What had been lost” in an era of tumultuous World Wars, “was an 
image of man, some order of and in experience, both collective and singular, that could 
propose itself as constituting something, in whatever dimension or context of practical fact 
was elsewise the case.”61 Consequently, he continues: “The insistent, whining question of our 
time is, ‘Who am I?’ – and that I is not the one which is of necessity the many, plural and 
communal as given. Quite the contrary, it is Descartes’ proof of existence, swollen with 
paranoia and frustration to a me of irreconcilable abstraction.”62 By implication, O’Hara 
appears to inherit the contemporary task of resolving the question “Who am I?” 
(“Mayakovsky,” quoted above, asks this quite explicitly). Creeley’s poetry, however, 
endeavors to produce an “I” which is “of necessity the many, plural and communal as 
given.” He wants an “image of man” without definitive referent, one that is neither a fictive 
lyric abstraction nor a transcendent (Romantic or universal) subject. He pursues a form of 




 Echoing Creeley’s Ecce Homo, the art critic Max Kozloff makes a similar distinction 
between kinds of self-representation in his essay “The Division and Mockery of the Self,” 
where he emphatically declares: “Self-portraits are defunct in modern art.”63 What he means 
is that in the 1960s, a group of artists centrally including Jasper Johns, Robert Rauschenberg, 
Robert Morris, and Claes Oldenburg reimagined the self-portrait so that it showed only 
“effigy, or occasionally an anxious physical trace of the artist.”64 Johns’ Target with Plaster 
Casts and Rauschenberg’s Bed are prototypical examples, leaving only a trace of the subject’s 
body where we might expect its full figurative representations. Such works, Kozloff 
continues, were a “tactical assault upon [the] norm” 65  Abstract Expressionism had 
established in the 1950s, which though “thought to be a loose-limbered species of personal 
revelation” nevertheless “still represented a norm of personal integration for the artist.”66 
Kozloff essentially suggests that however “abstract” the Expressionists’ self-presentation 
was, it still endeavored to recuperate a version of transcendent selfhood: the “image of man” 
(in Creeley’s terms) that had been lost. The work of Johns, Rauschenberg, Morris, and 
Oldenburg, however, repudiated the very possibility of “personal integration” and relied 
instead on a thoroughgoing depersonalization.   
 Creeley’s self-portraits in Words evoke those of the contemporary artists Kozloff 
discusses. In poems like “Anger,” “One Way,” and “I,” Creeley seemingly demonstrates the 
futility of “personal integration.” In addition, these poems display an important kind of 
depersonalization; without it, after all, there could be no self-portraiture. Yet for Johns or 
Rauschenberg, depersonalization appears to functions as an achievement in itself. With these 
artists, Kozloff insists, “the idea of art as, in any sense, a personification of the artist, died of 




significant, even sort of violent intervention that would subsequently influence Pop Art’s 
trajectory; Andy Warhol’s serial self-portraits are among these works’ most evident heirs. For 
Creeley, however, depersonalization functions differently. In displacing a coherent “image of 
man” from his verse, Creeley seems less interested in obliterating the notion of the “self” 
altogether than in unraveling its hermetic singularity.     
 To put the matter in semiotic terms: both the contemporary artists’ self-portraits and 
Creeley’s self-reflexive poems decouple the signifier and signified, dismantling the unified 
sign of the “self.” Johns and Rauschenberg afford viewers a plethora of signifiers, but they 
typically efface any clear sense of the signified. In the postmodern “self-portrait” Target With 
Plaster Casts, for example, Johns portrays the human body through its material vestiges (the 
plaster casts), yet his work is unsettling precisely because these signifiers point to nothing. 
Johns’s signifiers point to the utter absence of the signified, rendering the unified sign an 
impossibility. As in Johns’ work, Creeley’s poetic self-portraits offer readers an array of 
signifiers, frequently manifest in the reflections of faces or bodies (eyes, arms, mouths) we 
see in the “mirrors” that pervade his work – analogues to John’s plaster casts. As these 
signifiers proliferate in Creeley’s work, however, so do signifieds. His corporeal reflections 
point to a multiplicity of signifieds: the shifting “I” and “he,” or “she,” and “we” within the 
space of his poems. When in his self-portrait poetry both signifiers and signifieds are 
abundant, the sign opens up to numerous possibilities and interpretations. If the “self” in 
Creeley’s Words is therefore indecipherable, it is not because its existence is already 
irrevocably lost, as for Johns, but because its condition is inherently manifold.  
 Creeley endeavors to locate a poetic sense of subjectivity that reflects – to echo his 




begins to take shape in Words and becomes more pronounced in the ensuing Pieces, as 
Chapter 4 will clarify. While Words disassembles the image of a coherent, isolated lyric 
subject and then refuses a methodological reading that would sustain its construction, Pieces’ 
distinctive project is to locate a mode of writing that could create a new paradigm for lyric 
subjectivity entirely. Put differently: while Words works to highlight the failures inherent to  
the portrayal of a conventional, fixed lyric “I,” Pieces systematically reinvents it in formal and 
substantive ways, turning to a serial mode of poetry that could better accommodate the 
expanded subject he envisions. For Creeley, seriality presented an escape from both lyric 
solipsism and the restraint of the individual poem. In a 1976 essay, he attests: 
Sometime in the mid-sixties I grew inexorably bored with the tidy containment of 
clusters of words on single pieces of paper called ‘poems.’ […] More, what specific 
use to continue the writing of such poems if the need therefore be only the 
maintenance of some ego state, the so-called me-ness of that imaginary person…So 
writing, in this sense, began to lose its specific edges, its singleness of occurrence, 
and I worked to be open to the casual, the commonplace, that which collected 
itself.68 
 
Creeley suggests that his mid-sixties poetry strives rid itself of what Charles Olson famously 
called in “Projective Verse” the “lyrical interference of the individual as ego.”69 Tom Clark 
recalls that Creeley often described this “shift in attitude in formal terms, speaking of it as a 
matter of ‘measure’ or ‘scale.’ If the singular had once been his measure, the new index or 
reference was its opposite – the human, the common.”70 Note that these are not necessarily 
the “formal terms” of poetry; they are, most certainly, those of visual art or even portraiture, 
specifically. As in his self-portrait poetry, Creeley begins to imagine the expanded spatial 
dimensions (“measure” and “scale”) poetry can occupy by appropriating the terms of visual 




collaboration with the visual artist Robert Indiana, a project that takes seriously the 
“measure” of the common.   
 More immediately, however, Creeley’s attempt to portray an “I” that represents the 
“many, plural, communal as given” is already evident in Words. “The Invitation” (TCP 271) 
presages exactly the terms through which will Creeley later classify his poetry of this period. 
In it, he pits the monolith “They” against a disaffected “us.” As though considering others’ 
efforts to recuperate an “image of man,” Creeley writes: 
 …They 
 
think in clusters 
round the interminable 
subject all but lost to my mind. 
 
Well, here I am, 
they say, together. 
Or here you are, 
them, and it.  
 
Creeley’s disenchantment with the “interminable subject” is palpable; he summarily rejects 
this ideal – “all but lost to [his] mind” – as an essential condition of poetry. “They” seem to 
have heeded Creeley’s reviled existential rallying cry – “Who am I?” – and have striven to 
secure its position. Their use of deixis, too, is distinct from Creeley’s own. The restrictive 
“Here I am” seems paltry next to Creeley’s alternative (as he suggests with an emphatic 
“Or”):  the more inclusive “here you are, / them / and it.” As Heather Dubrow might 
contend, Creeley’s pronominal deictics in these lines portend not an “egocentric” but a 
“sociocentric” lyric model.71 
  The poem’s “sociocentric” model and solicitation is even made explicit: 
Let’s build a house of  




and hair, not telling  
any one. Shout 
from the feet, face, 
facts as accumulations, 
we can do it.  
 
Charles Green has suggested that collaborations “facilitate [a] reorientation and 
disorientation of the self” 72and produce a “deliberately chosen alteration of an artistic 
identity from individual to composite subjectivity.” 73 There is, in this sense, perhaps no 
better indication of what Creeley’s inter-medial, inter-subjective portrait poems are finally 
after than that he affords in this “Invitation”: a deliberate bid for reciprocity. In contrast to 
the reviled “they,” hung up on the “interminable subject,” Creeley’s plural subjectivity (“Let 
us”) erects a house of collected parts: “human pieces, arms / and hair.” Comprised of 
fragments, the markedly composite portrait in this poem is both a covert achievement and 
bespeaks no single body: “not telling / any one.” Additionally, the poetic subjectivity here is 
at once disembodied – dispersed in the synecdoche of “feet, face” –  and aggregate. This 
poem registers not the seemingly abstract call of a traditional lyric “I” but an intimately 
addressed request (to the reader) for communal action. While “they” say “here I am” – a 
passive assertion – Creeley’s “we can do it” functions as a more generous, active appeal. Far 
from static, the poetic practice Creeley invites is an ambulatory one: “we’ll fall down streets / 
rolling, / balls of clear substance.” “We” themselves seem to be re-imagined as the “rolling, 
/ balls of clear substance” – material and immaterial, charged and transparent.  
 Creeley’s poetry aims to become one of such “facts as accumulations,” acquiring 
communal force as it proceeds. These accumulations inevitably recall those of Whitman, for 
as Creeley suggests: ‘The meaning of ‘agglomerate’ I think particularly relevant to the activity 




itself upon a point nor have the strict condition of the linear but is at all ‘points’ the 
possibility of all that it is.”74 Creeley’s similarly agglomerate, spherical “balls of clear / 
substance” become an appropriate image for his own poetic activity. These “clear” spheres 
are notable for their intrinsic openness; like prophetic crystal balls or, indeed, like mirrors 
they summon all projections. If Ashbery’s mirror is famously convex, stretching out to the 
reach its audience, Creeley’s mirrors are thoroughly unmoored, accumulating images and 
viewers as they reel on. Not fixed “upon a point” or an “I” they allow Creeley to collate 










and one. Make 
a picture 
 
for the world 
to be. It 
will be (TCP 362).  
 
For Creeley, the “picture” of the world, like that of the subject, represents a continual state 
of becoming. It is an inherently serial project (‘one thing follows another”) and one of open 
possibility. At last, the desired “form” of both poetry and person is an accretion rather than 
a given totality: “One /and one, /and one.”  
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(In the beginning) 
The straight line, 
Wherefrom the rounding 
Circle is begat, 
But on our tongues 
Never sat. 
Yet see the jutting 
Diags do – 
Ascendancy inversed – 
And in the final due, 
Lo: the single stroke 
Rampant three-pronged 
Trinity into infinity1 
 
 With its early imperatives, truncated lines, and a title evoking intertwined themes of 
love and language, this excerpt from “When the Word is Love” might immediately suggest 
the hand of Robert Creeley – or early Creeley, at least. As words like “wherefrom,” “begat,” 
and “Lo” proliferate, the style no longer feels familiar to the poet of the 1967 Words or 1969 
Pieces, volumes notable for their spare, quotidian language. As it happens, this 1955 verse 
belongs not to Creeley but to his contemporary, the visual artist Robert Indiana. Born 
Robert Clark in 1928 but best known by his adopted “nom de brush”2 (an homage to his 
birthplace), Indiana forged his artistic practice on New York’s Coenties Slip industrial 
waterfront alongside the likes of Ellsworth Kelley and James Rosenquist and nearby 
neighbors Jasper Johns and Robert Rauschenberg.3 Though his early forays into verse 
(perhaps thankfully) gave way to a prolific painting career, Indiana’s keen interest in language 
remained a lifelong preoccupation. This is a painter, after all, who in the early 60s embarked 




Year of Meteors (1961) after Walt Whitman’s eponymous 1859-60 poem; and The Calumet 
based on Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s epic Hiawatha.   
 In his love of poetry and language, Indiana’s kinship with Robert Creeley is 
unmistakable. That they would eventually collaborate on the volume considered here, the 
1968 Numbers – featuring Indiana’s screenprints of the cardinal digits 0-9 and Creeley’s 
poems on the theme – seems almost inevitable. Even before they produced Numbers, one 
gets the sense that Creeley and Indiana’s art developed in uncanny parallel, as a similar set of 
values charges both their works.4 Each man’s art entails a distinctive “working-man” ethos: 
while Indiana relied on “found” industrial material like the 19th century metal shipping 
stencils left behind by his loft’s prior tenants, Creeley honed his poetic craft on a chicken 
farm. 5 “I learned more about poetry as an actual activity from raising chickens than I did 
from any professor at the university,” he once quipped, “I learned more from this chicken 
farmer about how do you pay attention to things.” This attitude underlies Numbers: a 
collaboration that contemplates not the high aesthetic concerns of O’Hara and Goldberg’s 
Odes (Chapter 2) but the routine, even tedious structures of our lives.6  
 Circles are another of their common preoccupations. Many of Indiana’s paintings 
feature circles either as geometric forms or as word “mandalas,” as Susan Ryan calls them.7 
John Wilmerding explains: “the circle had special appeal [to Indiana] for its formal purity 
and multiple thematic associations,” 8  including life cycles and seasons. Circles equally 
captured Creeley’s imagination. Early in his formative correspondence with the poet Charles 
Olson, Creeley approvingly writes: the circle “can NOT / be broken” (Figure 17).9 His 
statement is especially notable for its graphic expression. Employing the figure of a circle 




emphasizes its equally visual 
and verbal quality. Indiana, 
too, was drawn to the circle 
for its visual-verbal import. As 
Wilmerding elaborates of 
Indiana’s work, the circle is 
“nearly indistinguishable from 
the number zero…Even more, 
the number 0 is unique in being almost interchangeable graphically with the letter O. Thus, 
the circle’s capacity for expressive visual and literary impact.”10 The visual-verbal slippage of 
O/0 is one Numbers certainly exploits, and it extends, as well, to Creeley’s number 1 and “I,” 
as we shall see. For both Creeley and Indiana, the circle demarcates a ground zero: a point of 
origin. That the figure Creeley draws is quite close to that featured on the frontispiece of 
William Carlos William’s Kora in Hell (1920) –  which depicts encircling sperm (like Creeley’s 
arrows) attempting to fertilize an egg – is noteworthy in this regard. Like Williams’ own, 
Creeley’s circle seems impervious to intrusion, emphasizing not just the shape’s “formal 
purity” but perhaps suggesting, too, its parthenogenetic status. For both Creeley and Indiana, 
and ultimately for Numbers, the circle comprises its own site of production and reproduction, 
evoking the possibility of endless regeneration.  
  It is worth returning briefly here to Indiana’s early poem, “When the Word is Love,” 
as it not only references the circle (the letter “O”) but functions according to a cyclic and 
reproductive pattern of visual-verbal meaning. Though it is tempting to dismiss the early 
Fig. 17 Letter from Creeley to Olson, 1950, in Charles Olson 





poem as a bit of ephemera, it elucidates a visual-verbal circularity Numbers later makes 
operative. Indiana’s poem describes the process of tracing out the word “love”: 
The straight line, 
Wherefrom the rounding 
Circle is begat, 
But on our tongues 
Never sat. 
 
The poem sketches the initial “L” into the “O” (the “Circle”), ushering the letters into view. 
It continues: “Yet see the jutting  /  Diags do – / Ascendancy inversed,” bringing the “V” to 
fruition. At last,  the “E” emerges (with an evident pun on “LO”):  
And in the final due, 
Lo: the single stroke 
Rampant three-pronged 
Trinity into infinity 
 
The initial title word “love” is evoked as a visual image through the course of the poem. But 
when with the “final…single stroke” of the imagined paint brush or pen this image is 
effected, we “yet see” the written word “love” again. That is: once the “E” (“trinity”) takes 
shape, the poem initiates a chain of production and reproduction – word-to-image-to-word 
– that may extend “into infinity.”  
 This early poem’s visual-verbal oscillation is characteristic of Indiana’s later paintings, 
but nowhere more clearly than in his iconic Love image (Figure 18). Susan Ryan contends: 
“[Indiana’s] paintings…can only be described as figurative language… the paintings 
manipulate us to compact [visual and verbal] systems.”11 The early “Love” poem and 
painting both exemplify this “compact” system, which Indiana refers to as his “verbal-
visual” idea. 12 Still, the painting’s “verbal-visual” idea is distinct from that of the poem. For 




the visual and verbal are virtually coextensive and we perceive them almost 
simultaneously.”13 Indiana says of LOVE: “what I’m doing is equating my paintings with my 
poetry. In other words they are concrete. The LOVE is a concrete poem as far as I’m 
concerned.”14 This is not quite the 
same as the “verbal-visual” 
register of his 1955 verse. Though 
neither Indiana nor Ryan discuss 
the poem, it comprises what 
Kostelanetz would call a “worded 
image in which two symbol systems 
combine to create meaning more 
or less consecutively, as we receive 
verbal and visual cues in sequences 
of seeing-reading.”15  The primary 
difference between the works is temporal: whether the “verbal-visual” idea is concurrent or 
sequential.   
 The latter form is of primary concern, as Numbers is predicated on similar “Sequences 
of seeing-reading,” lent structure by the serial order of its works. Occasioned by the 1-9, 0 
number system both artists employ, the reader cycles from word (Creeley’s poem “One”) to 
image (Indiana’s print 1) to word (poem “Two”) to image (print 2) and so on. Once the 
reader reaches zero – at once end and origin –  the collaboration resets. Rather than reach a 
determinate conclusion, the artist’s book comprises an endless circuit. This circular 
movement has important implications for the volume’s lyric stance. In Numbers, Indiana and 
Fig. 18 Robert Indiana, LOVE, 1967, screenprint,  86.3 
x 86.3 cm. (artwork © 2018 Morgan Art Foundation 




Creeley together explore the lyric condition, reimaging the contained, singular lyric subject – 
I/1 – as part of a larger series, opening out toward community, the recursive “0,” the circle.  
 Despite the mathematics that appear in some of Creeley’s poems – “Five” is “Two 
by / two with / now another” (TCP 399); “Nine” is “multiply / the three / times three” (TCP 
403)–  Numbers refuses sheer didacticism. 16 To read either the poems or prints as such is to 
miss the point. Instead, the collaboration investigates the many ways in which numbers 
pervade our individual and collective conscious: how they become measures of our human 
lives. Robert von Hallberg’s surmises: Creeley’s “Numbers” poems “meditate on the 
psychological valences of an arbitrary construct, the decimal system. [They are] interested in 
the way feelings have accrued around a purely formal set of conventions; the feelings have 
nothing to do with the signification permitted by the system, only with its structure.”17 That 
Creeley’s poems and Indiana’s prints enable us to see numbers neither as mere shapes nor 
mathematical formulae is not just crucial to the volume’s endeavor but also to its aesthetic 
and even socio-political stance, as we will see. In Numbers the one and many –  the lyric and 
communal sense, the prints and poems – become mutually constitutive; neither exists 
without the other. Finding reciprocity between seemingly diametric positions, Numbers 
imagines the possibility of an “I” which is always more than one. 
2. Accounting for Numbers: Matters of Production 
 Though several scholars have discussed Creeley’s “Numbers” as a part of his 1969 
volume Pieces (where they are subsequently reprinted) and critical discussions of Indiana 
often concern his own use of numbers, the collaborative form has only been cursorily 
discussed. In this regard, Numbers has suffered the same fate as O’Hara and Goldberg’s Odes 




and largely ignored. This unfortunate fate demands continued care, for restoring these books 
to their initial collaborative context enlivens particular ideas and meanings that are either 
unavailable or overlooked when one medium is excised. I therefore wish to call attention to 
the material aspects of the volume before turning to consider its literary and visual effects.  
 While information about this collaboration is less readily available than that for Odes, 
what can be gleaned is that the key player in Numbers was neither Creeley nor Indiana, but 
the artist and designer William “Bill” Katz. Unlike O’Hara and Goldberg, who were close 
friends and fellow New Yorkers, the state of Creeley and Indiana’s acquaintance prior to the 
project is not well known and they were, furthermore, working at great distance – Creeley in 
New Mexico, Indiana in New York. Barbara Montefalcone notes that this was true of the 
majority of Creeley’s artists’ books, all conceived as “‘distant collaborations,” in which “the 
dialogue…takes place through an interposed medium: the telephone, the fax and the 
latter.”18 In this case, Katz served as a crucial mediator, and the pairing was evidently the 
result of his ingenuity. Indeed much of what can be recovered about Numbers’ generation 
comes from a never-published interview with Katz held by Indiana’s estate, and from a 
recorded telephone conversation between Katz and Creeley made available through 
PennSound (parts of which I have transcribed below). 19  Beside offering greater context for 
the Numbers collaboration, this call log affords the enticing, even voyeuristic access to the 
minute details of the artists’ daily and creative lives we rarely enjoy, as if Frank O’Hara’s 
infamous “telephone” poetics have come to life.20  
 Bill Katz first met Indiana when he was still a student at Johns Hopkins University 
pursuing an engineering degree; Indiana had come to give a lecture at the Baltimore Museum 




acquaintance through Indiana with artists like Andy Warhol, James Rosenquist, and Marisol 
(with whom Creeley would also collaborate). Soon after, Katz relinquished his pursuit of 
engineering and moved permanently to New York, steeping himself in its art scene. He 
recounts: “I helped Bob in his studio. At the time he had just; see that was in, we met in ’65, 
and then at the end of ’65 I came to New York, you know around the beginning of the year. 
So it was that LOVE show and the Numbers show that I helped him in the studio.”21 The 
show he references included Indiana’s Cardinal Numbers, featuring the prints which would be 
reworked for inclusion in the collaboration. By a stroke of luck – “I’m one of those people I 
meet somebody and then something else happens,” Katz says, he was “on a plane to 
Pittsburgh [and] I met [Luitpold] Domberger,” Numbers’ German screenprinter.22 The final 
piece of the puzzle fell into place when Katz contacted Creeley: “I commissioned Creeley, 
whom I’d known from school to write the Number poems. And then there was a need to 
write about the number poems, the posters and the prints, and nobody else was really that 
interested in doing it.”23 Diverging somewhat from Katz’ account, Creeley recalls that his 
poems were  
written on the suggestion of a friend, Robert Indiana. He at first asked if he might 
use a selection of poems that were published to accompany this sequence of prints, 
of numbers from one to zero. I thought, wow, what would be far more interesting 
from my point of view would be to try to write a sequence of poems involved with 
experiences of numbers.24  
 
Regardless Numbers, like Odes, would be (to invoke Bill Berkson’s terms) a “hands-off” 





 Once Creeley’s sequence was completed, Katz became Numbers’ foremost champion 
and chief contact. As the collaboration’s ostensible producer, he was responsible for 
communicating with Domberger, the printer, in Germany – a task predominantly but not 
always easily accomplished through written correspondence, according to his recollection. 
Domberger was in charge of the 
book’s final layout and silk-
screening, working together with 
Dr. Cantz’sche Druckerel, who 
handled letterpress and type 
print (according to the 
colophon). The book’s feat 
garnered the enthusiasm of all 
involved, at least if the phone 
conversation between Katz and 
Creeley circa September 1968 is 
any indication. 26  Prompted by 
Katz’ receipt of a completed 
Numbers volume (Figure 19), the 
conversation proceeds: 
WK: But Mr. Domberger really did a beautiful thing. I was shocked to see it, boom, 
there. We had lost contact…I would write, he would write, you know, he was busy. 
What it came out…it’s a little thing. Well it’s 10 ½ by [indistinguishable] [dimensions 
are 9.88 x 8.3 in]…and it’s bound in cardboard and it looks like it has a piece of 
brown wrapping paper. 
 
RC: “I love that, don’t you? oh boy!” 
Fig. 19 Robert Creeley and Robert Indiana, Numbers, 1968, 
9 15/16 x 8 3/8 x ½ in. 1991.578, Prints, Drawings, and 






WK: “The first thing that Andy [Andreas] Brown [of Gotham Book Mart] said was 
“what a gorgeous idea!” And it has little stencils at the bottom that says “numbers” 
and the top in heavier letters with small type it says “Robert Creeley dot Robert 
Indiana”…and inside all the poems are printed one to a page first in English in black 
and then in German, red, on the next page. it looks like it’s cheap but if you look at it 
it’s not cheap…it’s kind of an off-brown…veined line paper. And it’s just gorgeous 
and then the number [Indiana’s print], boom, socks it to ya. And it’s just gorgeous. 
It’s just really gorgeous.” 27 
 
 Besides describing the book’s physical form to Creeley, who had yet to receive a 
copy, Katz had called to discuss the book’s potential distribution and upcoming exhibition. 
He reports that he “really couldn’t resist showing [the book] off” and through Jonathan 
Williams – a Black Mountain friend and sometime publisher of Creeley’s at the Jargon Press 
– had come into contact with Michael Hoffman [executive director of Aperture, a 
photography and fine art publisher] who “jumped out of his seat when I put the book 
down” and had access “to a mailing list of 40,000 people” – a prospect which delighted 
Creeley.  Katz relays that he and Hoffman had even discussed royalties for a potential trade 
edition, with Katz erroneously suggesting that Creeley’s rate was 15-20% to the much 
bemused poet, who only commanded the standard 7%. Still, Katz optimistically resolves: 
“We’ll aim for 10%,” though Creeley is adamant that he “doesn’t worry about income from 
it.” Moreover, Katz tells Creeley that Gotham Books’ Andy Brown plans to organize an 
exhibition of the book in New York slated for November 11th and adds that what “[he’d] 
really like to do is make something special of the whole occasion.” Scheduled to be upstate 
in Oswego in the days prior, Creeley rejoins: “I could just by the grace of God be there […] 
Oh, I should love that.” With such concerns preliminarily settled, Katz and Creeley move to 
other topics including Creeley’s “drab” job at the University of New Mexico and Katz’s 




Indiana showed Katz his twenty-one childhood homes (“just marvelous because they’re all 
identical”). Katz also laments an incident with a trucking company that resulted in he and 
Indiana transporting the Cardinal Numbers to a show themselves; a tale Creeley matches with 
his own anecdote about a botched shipment of an RB Kitaj art portfolio, likely that which 
comprised their 1967 collaboration A Sight.  
 Some of what they discussed in this phone call came to fruition. Andy Brown and 
Gotham did throw an exhibition party for the volume on November 11. Though nothing 
evidently came of Michael Hoffman’s interest, the Poets Press, helmed by Diane di Prima, 
did  publish a 150-copy trade edition of the work, 5 Numbers, which included five 
handwritten poems from the sequence. It was Domberger, however, who published Numbers 
in its first full  limited edition of 2,500 copies. Though “limited,” the 2,500 copy edition is a 
far cry from the relatively quaint 200-copy edition of Odes Tiber had produced only eight 
years earlier. So, too, is Numbers physically much smaller and more portable than the latter. 
As an artists’ book, then, Numbers is less directly connected than Odes to the grand European 
tradition of livres d’artistes and instead serves to indicate how far the modern American 
tradition of artists’ books had come in the years since Odes’ 1960 publication. In its smaller 
form and larger edition, it also presages the direction in which the artists’ books tradition 
would evolve throughout the 1970s. Although technically printed in Germany, Numbers 
belongs to an American creative scene that saw, in Constance Glenn’s terms, a “burgeoning 
renaissance in the art of printmaking” spearheaded by “a remarkable generation of master-
printers” and during which “editioned originals became a viable and valuable alternative to 
the singular work of art.”28 A work like Odes had only begun to anticipate this “renaissance”; 




contemporary publications.”29 A work like Numbers, however, helped carry the tradition 
forward.  
 Evolving technology and the expansion of artistic techniques like silk-screening 
played a pivotal role in this printmaking revolution. “By 1964,” Glenn notes, only several 
years before Numbers came out, “American Pop artists were in an unprecedented position. 
Publishers [who] allow[ed] [artists] to freely explore the possibilities of editioned originals 
had begun to emerge. The technology required to produce their work en mass, in both two 
and three dimensions, was now at their disposal.”30 Moreover, she adds, these mass print 
editions were closely allied to the period’s three-dimensional Pop “multiples,” such as Andy 
Warhol’s Brillo boxes or those featured in Claes Oldenburg’s “Store.” These “multiples” 
signified that “art” and “the machine” were no longer antithetical terms; artists of the late 
1960s seized upon the possibilities that machine technology could afford, cultivating an 
aesthetic that favored reproducibility over signature and collection over individuation – an 
aesthetic, in sum, which readily coincided with the ethos of collaboration.  
 Creeley and Indiana’s book is well-situated in this context. Numbers, after all, offers 
its own witty take on the “multiple.” Yet their art is wary of complete subsumption by “the 
machine” and therefore challenges a pure aesthetic of apparatus. The organizing precept of 
numbers provides them a fertile basis for considering ideas about both automatism and 
individualism: although each numeral comes in predetermined series, each is also 
distinguished by its unique identity. More than that, Creeley and Indiana’s works confront 
the impersonal or automatic nature of numbers by making them familiar, vesting them 




 This comprises an aesthetic stance, to be sure, but perhaps also a socio-political one. 
For though the “machine” could be an instrument of possibility, it could also portend the 
threat of the institution, the faceless mass, and anonymity: the threat, that is, of individual 
men (or art) reduced to mere numbers. In fact, one of the most important means of mass 
communication in the period, the telephone system, had made numbers an increasingly 
ubiquitous part of quotidian life in the 1960s when Bell Systems switched from the use of 
exchange names to a seven-digit number system. The switch was met with some resistance 
much to the shock of Bell executives who, as a 1962 Time article puts it, “presupposed the 
blind acceptance of a benumbed and be-numbered public.”31 But, as John Brooks, such 
resistance is not at all surprising, for “All-Number Calling – it is clear in hindsight – stood in 
the minds of many for the age of the impersonal, when people lived in huge apartment 
buildings, travel on eight-lane highways and identify themselves in may places – bank, job, 
income tax return, credit agency – by number.”32 The idea of a “benumbed and be-
numbered public” had particular saliency in the 1960s not only as an era of bureaucratic 
mass communication but of civil rights movements and war in Vietnam. From the 
omnipresent anxiety about the draft – which literally consigned young men to numbers – to 
the most aggressively depersonalized use of digits of all – the body count – the cruel ethos of 
the Vietnam age stoked the pervasive fear that men were nothing more than cogs in the 
machine: nameless quantities, statistics.  
 By the time Numbers was published, contemporary fiction writers like Ken Kesey and 
Joseph Heller and countercultural poets like Allen Ginsburg, Gregory Corso, and Creeley’s 
good friend Denise Levertov (The Sorrow Dance 1967) had already seized on these themes. 




these other artists’, this cultural paradigm still seems to underlie the collaboration. Any 
political undertone may rightly be conferred to Indiana’s initial choice of numbers, as the 
painter’s prior work was more overtly political than Creeley’s ever was. As recently as 1965-
1966 Indiana had produced his Confederacy Series: a group of prints that responded to the 
period’s racial tensions by denigrating a group of former southern slave states. Each painting 
features the image of a state (Mississippi, Louisiana, Florida, and Alabama among them) 
encircled by text that reads: “Just as in the anatomy of man every nation must have its hind 
part.” Given Indiana’s clear political investments, it is not far-fetched that his numbers bore 
their own political stance – one that would come, however obliquely, to inform the 
collaboration. Numbers’ subject matter and, more important, its rebuke of complete 
automatism and preserve of the particular speaks, at the broadest level, to a late 1960s milieu 
in which the questions of the relation between the individual and the mass prevailed socially, 
politically, and aesthetically.  
3. The Serial Tradition 
 Numbers encodes this “individual vs. mass” binary in its very forms. On one hand, 
the binary is at stake in most collaborations, as Chapter Two has already begun to clarify. On 
the other, the binary is, as numerous philosophical and aesthetic discussions attest, intrinsic 
to the serial nature of Indiana and Creeley’s works, which call attention to the relation 
between individual pieces and larger wholes. While not the first to employ serial forms, 
Creeley and Indiana’s use of them both finds its place within a longer aesthetic tradition and 
reflects the trends of their particular moment. Most immediately, the late 1960s and 70s saw 
a proliferation of serial forms, favored by the Pop, Op, and Minimalist visual arts 




the conventional single poem format (what Spicer once called “one-night-stands”) for 
longer, continuous verse. Nonetheless, Indiana and Creeley pursue a specific outcome 
through its adoption. In their individual works as well as the volume as whole, Numbers 
cautions against seeing the series as sheer mechanical construct, asking us to reimagine how 
serial forms might engender new modes of lyric expression.    
 Within the visual arts tradition, serial works have often been subject to the mechanic 
reduction Indiana and Creeley refuse. Prudence Peiffer eloquently summarizes:  
By definition, seriality in art appears as a concept devoid of the personal, the 
narrative. With its affinity to mathematical structure, its meaning derived from 
numbered order, and its process graphed by system, serial art offers a maddeningly 
abstruse efficiency […] Adopting a somber detachment from the world of the artist 
in its connection to minimalism and conceptualism, “the serial attitude” has suffered 
this remove in its reception and interpretation. It has been understood as a way of 
killing off expression and refusing signification or individuation through deference to 
self-generating systems.33 
 
Jasper Johns’s many alphabetical and numerical works, including Zero-Nine (1958-9) – an 
important forebear for Indiana’s own  series – offer clear examples. In the infamous essay to 
which Peiffer alludes, Mel Bochner writes: “Johns chose to utilize convention. The 
convention happened to be serial. Without deviating from the accustomed order of 
precedence he painted all the numbers or letters, in turn, beginning again at the end of each 
sequence until all the available spaces on the canvas were filled. The procedure was self-
exhausting and solipsistic.”34 The numeric series provided Johns an approach to his work 
described in almost clinical terms, consistent with Bochner’s view that “serial order is a 
method not a style.”35 
  Failing to read beyond this surface method, however, Bochner also fails to account 




corrective. John J. Curley’s reading of Johns’s numbers drawings, for instance, notes that by 
“recreat[ing] the subjective, near obsessive marks so associated with abstract expressionism,” 
Johns can “check the chaos of his marks through his use of the individual numbers as 
limiting templates.”36 This is true of Zero-Nine as well, where Johns’s abstract brushwork 
insists on a subjective gesturalism – the mark of its maker – that undermines the systematic 
or controlled, methodological objectivity Bochner describes. Neither pure expressionism 
(subjectivism, chaos) nor pure system (objectivism, order), Johns’s numbers works stress 
their interface.  
 Johns’s work at once draws on and yet resists the impersonality of the “machine-like 
aesthetic” (as Curley calls it) ascendant in the late 1960s and early 70s.37 Refusing in part this 
“machine-like aesthetic,” Johns’s work also recalls an earlier influence for both his own 
painting and the Numbers collaboration: Charles Demuth’s I Saw the Figure 5 in Gold and its 
poetic inspiration, William Carlos Williams’ “The Great Figure.” Williams was as important 
an influence for Creeley’s poetry as Demuth was for Indiana’s painting; Demuth’s Figure 5 
was Indiana’s “favorite American painting”38 in the Metropolitan Museum of Art and 
inspired his own The Demuth American Dream No. 5 (1963). Not only do these Demuth-
Williams works celebrate the literal aesthetics of a machine – a “red fire truck,” per Williams’ 
poem, on which gilded “great figure” five is etched – but Williams famously espoused a 
machinic poetics. The introduction to his 1944 The Wedge declaims: “There’s nothing 
sentimental about a machine, and: A poem is a small (or large) machine made of words…39 
Though this statement does not suggest seriality in a traditional disciplinary way, Williams’ 
view of poetry as a “machine” resonates with Mel Bochner’s understanding of the “serial 




equally favor a procedural aesthetics of efficiency, physical reality, and precision that can, as 
Williams puts it, “drive toward [the artist’s] purpose, in the nature of his materials.”40 Such 
an emphasis might support a reductionist reading of Williams’ poetics (like that which 
Bochner’s essay and much serial art invites), making his work seem “anti-expressionistic and 
anti-subjective.”41 Yet for Williams – as for Jasper Johns and later for Creeley and Indiana – 
anti-expressionism is not the goal of the serial mechanization. Williams’ work is instead 
concerned with the expressive convergence of peculiarity and scheme: individual element 
and grand system. As Williams continues: “it is in the intimate form that works of art achieve 
their exact meaning, in which they most resemble the machine, to give language its highest 
dignity, its illumination in the environment to which it is native.”42 
 The machine’s ability to “illuminate…the environment to which it is native,” is 
precisely its function in “The Great Figure.” In the poem’s arrested central moment Williams 
highlights the peculiar clarity of the gold “5” on the “red / fire truck” that shines “among 
the / rain and lights,” vitalizing the otherwise hazy “dark city.” 43  Demuth’s homage 
replicates the effect, as the brightness of gold 5s in foreground illuminate the blackish-grey 
tones of the “dark city” behind. The poem’s motion is centrifugal: the machine’s clarity 
forces the poet’s (and his reader’s) more keen attention to a further series of discernments, 
harkening attention to particular sights and sounds – the “gong clangs /  siren howls / and 
wheels rumbling” – that might otherwise go “unheeded” in the raucous cityscape. In a 
seeming play on visual arts terms, Williams gives us a “figure” that is at once isolated from 
and intimately connected to its ground. Rent from its context, Williams’ “5” is merely a sign; 




enlivened by its figure, much like Creeley’s poems vis-à-vis Indiana’s prints. Figure and 
ground – part and system – form a dialectic.  
  Demuth’s painting (Figure 20) functions accordingly, as its series of concentric “5s” 
seem to move nearer to the viewer, calling attention to the peripheral details in their orbit, 
including extremely particular references to “Bill” and “Carlos” that might also remain 
“unheeded.” Demuth’s 
concentric figure “5s” become a 
vehicle for closer observation, 
such that the work of the 
machine (and by extension that 
of serial composition) is to 
enliven each particular detail as 
much as the aggregate whole. 
Rather than unconditional scenic 
unity, both the poem and 
painting rely on a series of 
particular observations to 
produce a compound image. 
Their compositional techniques  foreshadow the method of more recognizably serial works 
like Johns’ number paintings and William’s own Spring and All and Paterson. As the doctor-
poet contends in the former, “One by one objects are defined” until they produce “clarity, 
outline of a leaf” – a composite form. Or as Creeley seems to echo in “Two” : “Love me / 
One by one” (TCP 397). 
Fig. 20 Charles Demuth, I Saw the Figure 5 in Gold, 1928, oil, 
graphite, ink, and gold leaf on paperboard, 35 ½ x 30 in. 





 Though “serial” has been the prevailing term in art history, “serial” and “sequential” 
are often used interchangeably in literary studies, particularly for the modern long poem. 
Joseph Conte, however, has argued for greater distinction between terms, insofar as the 
sequence implies a “thematic continuity, narrative progression, or meditative insistence” that 
opposes the “discontinuity of the [series’] elements – or their resistance to a determinate 
order.”44 Moreover, he suggests that while in series the “place [of each section] is not 
assigned by any external schema,” sequences are characterized by a “‘mechanic’” and 
imposed organization. “In a temporal sequence,” he elaborates by way of example, “one 
fully expects after the presentation of poems titled ‘Spring, ‘Summer,’ and ‘Autumn,’ that the 
final section will declare the arrival of winter.” 45 Conte’s discussion is instructive for thinking 
more broadly about conventional use of these terms, yet his distinction between series and 
sequence becomes less tenable when he considers Creeley’s “Numbers.” While Conte rightly 
characterizes the Pieces volume as a “series,” the “Numbers” poems themselves clearly rely 
on an imposed, external order – the cardinal digits – and therefore violate the series’ premise 
of indeterminate order. Attempting to reconcile this contradiction, Conte notes that the 
“Numbers” poems comprise a “finite series” within the larger “infinite” one, with the 
“decimals function[ing] as a limit for the syntagmatic impulse of accumulation” that series 
typically entail.”46 “As a finite series,” he concludes, the “Numbers” poems “obstruc[t] 
thematic progression and semantic resolution.”47  
 His designation of the “Numbers” poems as a “finite series” remains an uneasy fit. 
Although Conte rightly suggests that Creeley’s poems have “accumulative” and even 
“syntagmatic” qualities that accord with the other series he discusses – particularly within 




clear-cut distinction between the (finite) series and the sequence inherent to his schema. 
Conte’s sense, for instance, that Creeley’s poems have no “thematic progression” (per serial 
convention) is not strictly true. The numbers found in each verse often build upon those 
that came before so that each number becomes a sum of its collective parts. In other words, 
each numeral – and by proxy, each poem –  becomes thematically inextricable with others in 
the series. “Five” is replete with such progressions. The poem “Four” closes “Abstract – yes, 
as / two and two things, four things – one and three” (TCP 399). “Five” then begins: “Two 
by / two now with another / in the middle / or else at / the side” (TCP 399). The building-
block effect (“one and three”; “two by / two now with another” enhances the reader’s sense of 
a numerical and then thematic development. In addition, poems like “Two” and “Three” 
demonstrate a narrative progression. While “Two” (TCP 396-97) announces the Biblical 
creation of Adam and Eve, “When they were first made,” “Three” (TCP 397-98) 
subsequently begins with the birth of their child: “They come now with / one in the 
middle.” These poems chart a growing family over time. While each poem might rely on 
serial composition within its sections, Creeley’s poems considered as a whole share certain 
overarching qualities with Conte’s sequences.  
 The “Numbers” poems also bear a certain resemblance to the modern poetic 
“sequences” M.L. Rosenthal and Sally M. Gall discuss in their own sweeping analysis of the 
form. 48  A cursory glance through Rosenthal and Gall’s subjects of study illustrates the 
formative debt Creeley’s poetry owes to the American “sequence” tradition, from Whitman’s 
Song of Myself to Pound’s Cantos and from Hart Crane’s The Bridge to Charles Olson’s Maximus 
Poems. Committed readers of Creeley’s work certainly recognize these names as central to his 




study’s scope, though continued inquiries in this vein would strengthen our understanding of 
his mid-1960s long poems. Nonetheless, the authors’ description of Williams’ Paterson as a 
“Picasso-like intersection of planes of sensibility”49 suits Creeley’s “Numbers” particularly 
well, usefully describing the arbitrary intersection of commonplace expression, poetic 
allusion, astronomical calculation, and individual memory we find within Creeley’s verse. 
Furthermore Creeley’s sequence, as Rosenthal and Gall might describe, “includes narrative 
and dramatic elements, and ratiocinative ones as well, but its structure is finally lyrical.”50 
Like the other modern long sequences they explore, so do Creeley’s “Numbers” poems elicit 
a “liberated lyrical structure” whose “object is neither to resolve a problem nor conclude an action but to 
achieve the keenest, most open realization possible.” 51 It is this “liberated lyrical structure,” perhaps 
above all, that Creeley’s sequence most significantly inherits from its forbears, as the next 
section will clarify.    
 In its effort to liberate the lyric from its conventional structures, Creeley’s sequence 
is perhaps closest not to any of those Gall and Rosenthal enumerate but to the poetry of 
George Oppen, including both his 1934 Discrete Series and 1968 Of Being Numerous (whose 
name and publication date might alone suggest its affinity to Numbers).52 Unconcerned with 
the nominal distinction between “series” and “sequence” (he uses them interchangeably), 
Alan Golding has suggested that Oppen’s Discrete Series “has a formal dialectic built into its 
very structure. Are Oppen’s serial poems most usefully seen as a number of discrete pieces 
added together to make a whole? Or do they represent the remains of single, continuous 
poems that have been shattered to pieces?”53 This formal concern is crucial to Creeley’s 
poems as well; like Oppen’s poems, Creeley’s “Numbers” centrally revolve around a tension 




“formal dialectic” broaches larger thematic concerns. Golding elaborates: “The formal 
dilemma posed in Discrete Series, that of the relationship between the particular fragment and 
the overall sequence functions as an allegory of an epistemological and social dilemma, that 
of the relationship between individual and community”54 – an issue also taken up at length in 
Oppen’s Of Being Numerous. Oren Izenberg contends, Of Being Numerous is steadfast “in [its] 
conviction (as…Oppen puts it) ‘That they are there:’ an ontological confidence in the 
presence of other minds, in the meaning of being numerous.”	 55  So, too, Creeley’s 
“Numbers.”  
 Creeley himself reveals his aspiration for his poetry’s new serial form in his 1968 
phone call with William Katz. Elated that he had recently completed the full Pieces 
manuscript on a summer trip to Mexico, Creeley reveals: “I finished the book and that’s 
terrific and ‘Numbers’ sits like, right, well no it’s right in the center, so I’m feeling very 
good.” After promising to send Katz a copy, he continues: “Frankly, the means of writing 
that the sequence got to is really…what I was frankly looking for, something that didn’t have 
to continue in the usual thematic or developed thought business. And that sequence broke 
that […] It really helped me extremely.”56 Creeley’s excitement about what he calls Pieces’ 
“curious form” not only elucidates the formal satisfaction and sense of freedom artists 
sought in serial techniques but also intimates how the poet’s response to Indiana’s art laid a 
groundwork for his future poetics. Rather than regard the “Numbers” poems as one section 
of his 1969 volume, then –  as so often happens when the poems are decontextualized – we 
might see the “Numbers” poems as conceptual center out of which Pieces’ serial praxis 
emerges. For Creeley, responding to Indiana’s prints licensed a mode of experimentation 




4. “this was more than one”: Toward an Expanded Lyric Subject 
 In concert with Indiana’s prints, Creeley’s poems ask how one might retain the lyric 
subject’s presence yet expand its traditionally hermetic contours to include or educe a 
community. This investigation begins in the volume’s opening poem, as Creeley considers 
the number “one” itself: 
What 
singular upright flourishing    
condition….   
it enters here,   
it returns here.  
 
Creeley’s poem here plays on the 
visual similarity of the number “1” 
and the letter “I” – a “singular 
upright” letter that, as a straight 
line, “enters” and “returns” to the 
same place. Though Creeley’s 
poems have casually been 
described as ekphrastic, the 
numeral’s description in “One” is 
nearer to the letter “I” or to a Roman Numeral than to the actual Western Arabic Numeral 
that appears in Indiana’s corresponding screen (Figure 21). That Creeley draws a parallel 
between the number “one” and the lyric subject becomes especially pronounced in the 
poem’s second section when an actual “I” emerges:  
Who was I that 
thought it was 
another one by 
Fig. 21 Robert Indiana, One 1968, screenprint on paper, 9 
15/16 x 8 3/8 x ½ in. 1991.578, Prints, Drawings, and 





itself divided or multiplied 
produces one. 
 
Creeley develops an “I/1” paradigm, noting how both “I” and “1” are mired in their own 
solipsistic condition: not only does “I,” like the numeral one, “enter” and “return” to the 
same place but “By itself divided or multiplied,” it only ever “produces one.” The poem, 
then, trenchantly considers the ramifications of singularity and, by proxy, of the lyric. As 
Creeley once noted: “The solitary thinker has always been fearful to me, as has the condition 
of being isolated.”57 The “singular upright…condition” of I/1 Creeley describes in “One” 
acutely reflects this anxiety. “As of a stick, a stone,” the poet laments, so is the number 
“one” 
some-  
thing so fixed it has   
a head, walks, talks, leads   
a life. 
 
“One” is, indeed, a “fixed,” isolated, and anthropomorphized subject – an “I.”  
 “One” contemplates the fixity of the “singular upright condition” in its many 
iterations: the lyric “I,” the numeral “1”, and the individual (non-serial) work of art converge. 
Creeley maintained: “[Bill Katz]…thought it would be interesting to have intervals rather 
than just sheets of images, something that would act as pace. I loved the sense of hierarchic 
image, you know the generalized and primary Number 1.”58 Accordingly, Creeley’s poems 
serve as a response not just to Indiana’s prints but to the many “hierarchic” senses of “one” 
from which the volume proceeds. His task in the ensuing poems is to reactivate this initial 
fixity of art, self, and number. At the level of form, this reactivation is made possible 
through the act of collaboration, as Creeley’s poetry aligns not just with Indiana’s prints but 




poem but one piece in a larger, inter-medial series. At the level of text, Creeley investigates 
whether the solipsism of the lyric pose might be similarly attenuated through the invocation 
of additional voices, including the many found quotations he invokes throughout the series. 
His effort to surmount this fixity is further manifest in the poems’ insistent consideration of 
each digit from various – serial – perspectives rather than a singular – traditionally lyric – 
view. Creeley’s abiding concern in Numbers, as he notes in “One,” is “All ways” – a prospect 
significantly distinct from a poetry or lyric subjectivity that announces itself always.  
 This quest for an expanded lyric model is a particularly fitting endeavor in a volume 
that starts at “One” and quite literally assimilates a multitude. The numbers provide a pattern 
for the compositional mode Creeley is after. In a numeric series, each digit starts with  “one” 
and continues additively (1 + 1 + 1 +1) so that “one” is always a foundational, if tacit, part 
of the multiple. By comparison, the 1/I paradigm from which Creeley’s poems set out 
remains an elemental, but often implicit, basis for the throng. As “Two” declares: 
 This point of so-called 
 consciousness is forever 
 a word making up 
 this world of more 
 or less than it is. 
 
For Creeley, a lyric poetry that derives from but is not circumscribed by “I/1” becomes a 
means of accounting not just for the individual’s life but also for our collective lives. “I/1” is 
less a fixed “point of…consciousness” than a common denominator: not an enclosed form 
but an opening, a way of bring the self into consort with and “making up this world.” Such 
an approach to poetry aims, as Creeley elaborates in “Two,” “to make you / mine, / in the 




  “Instead of being conclusive about numbers,” John Yau contends, Creeley’s “poems 
subtly invite the reader to consider his or her own understanding of the role numbers have 
in one’s life, and the various ways one uses them to both shape and understand one’s 
perception of reality.”59 Creeley and Indiana, however, also ask their reader-viewers to 
contemplate how numbers structure our collective realities. After all, numbers are virtually 
unparalleled loci of particular and common designation. On one hand, we use them to 
differentiate ourselves, as in social security numbers, birthdays, and addresses. We might 
even have lucky or favorite numbers, further ascribing them individual, qualitative meaning. 
On the other, they indicate standardized, common entities like measurable amounts and 
temporal structures (hours, dates, years), quantifying many aspects of our shared existence. 
Charles Altieri avers: “Number, like language, absorbs into itself the gap between individual 
and universal. In common sense terms, at least, numbers and words refer to specific events; 
yet they also incorporate these particulars into communal form.” 60  
 Creeley himself attempts such “incorporation” by moving unsystematically between 
the particular and common meanings each digit provokes. “Two,” for example, shifts 
between collective (Biblical) myth – Adam and Eve, Noah’s ark – and individual 
remembrance: 
 When they were first made, all the 
 earth must have must have been 
 their reflected bodies, for a moment –  
 a flood of seeming  
 bent for a moment back 
 to the water’s glimmering –  
 how lovely they came. 
  * 
 What you wanted 
 I felt, or felt I felt 





In other poems Creeley collages “found” material and private reflection. Juxtaposed in 
“Nine,” for instance, are a quotation from E.A. Wallis’ Amulets and Superstitions – where nine 
is the “‘triad of triads,’ / ‘triply sacred and perfect number’ ” – and a husband’s tender 
recollection of his wife’s pregnancy:  
…The nine months 
of waiting that discover 
life or death –  
  
another life or death –  
not yours, not 
mine, as we watch. 
 
The poem clarifies Creeley’s working method particularly well. As he explained: “In some 
halfhearted sense I looked up texts of numbers and got some information that way but it 
was immediately so scholastic and scholarly in tone that I couldn’t use it. I was really using 
something as simple as ‘what do you think of when you think of the number eight; is that a 
pleasant number for you?”61 However “scholastic and scholarly” some of the quotations he 
invokes seem, they are always tempered by the poet’s personal associations.  
 This interplay has decided repercussions for the way he conceives of lyric 
subjectivity. Creeley’s point is not the absolute impersonality or “objectivity” frequently 
associated, in different ways, with modernist poets like Eliot, Stein, or Williams and later 
with emergent forms of conceptual art and writing, including Language poetry. Neither is his 
point the exclusive, singular “I” of confessional verse nor the subjective dispersal found in 
certain postmodern contemporaries: the sense, as Frank O’Hara fittingly wrote, that the 
“man” in a poem might have “several likenesses, likes stars and years, like numerals.”62 




the individual as ego,” the meditative lyric subject remains an essential, if de-centered, poetic 
presence in Numbers.63 The lyric “I,” however, affords only one among many perspectives on 
a given digit; personal reflections and “scholastic and scholarly” perceptions collect 
themselves serially without any evident design or determining force apart from the numeric 
system. The poems are paratactic, allowing no singular view to take priority and many to 
accrue. In a well-known poem from his preceding volume Words, wittily titled “The Eye,” 
Creeley writes: “The eye I look out of / or hands I use, / feet walking, / they stay 
particular.”64 Yet at the poem’s end, markedly, the occasion of the “I” (and “eye”) gives way 
to a desire to “come back to us.” Creeley develops this sense further in Numbers. In these 
poems, the “I” will always stay particular, but it, too, will always “come back to us.” The lyric 
subject here is insistently located in relation.  
 Indeed, the most arresting of Creeley’s poems in the sequence, “Seven” and “Eight,” 
offer the clearest feat of Creeley’s expanded, relational subjectivity. In them, the shift 
between the “scholarly” and the associative (intellectual and emotional, found and lyric) 
registers are incremental. They seem to take shape within the same experiential plane – the 
plane, we might surmise, of “us.” Positioning the “I” here as an affective but not delimited 
or elevated poetic center, “I” and “them” or “I” and “you” – 1 and other numbers – come 
to occupy shared poetic space. These poems achieve an empathetic lyric mode that begins in 
but also interpolates connections beyond the self, extending outward to incur readers’ 
emotional investment. This no doubt reflects the fact that “Seven” and “Eight” are elegiac: 
both recall the 1961 death of Creeley’s stepdaughter Leslie. Lending credence to John 
Steen’s contention that Creeley was a much more “prolific elegist” than has been 




Steen explores – “undertak[e] a non-traditional work of mourning that serves less as a tribute 
to a lost loved one than as a testament to grief’s problematic ongoing.”65 And as Bonnie 
Costello suggests in her recent exploration of poetry’s “we,” elegy is a powerful force for 
evincing a sense of relation because it “confronts the fragmentation caused by death and 
aims to heal and reestablish community.”66 As Costello prescribes, Creeley’s exploration of 
his own grief in “Seven” and “Eight” may well “resonate for unknown readers whose 
situations are unique but for whom something fundamental in the poem remains true if 
differently true, for them.”67   
  “Seven” charts Creeley’s disparate reflections over twenty-four hours, amassing 
internal memory and extraneous quotation. Its first section reads: 
We are seven, echoes in 
my head like a nightmare of 
responsibility –  
 
The poem opens on an allusive note as its italics evoke the title of a William Wordsworth 
poem from the Lyrical Ballads. The particular allusion is noteworthy, offering a window into 
Creeley’s lyric exploration. Discussing the “communitarian lyric” in Romantic poetry, Anne 
Janowitz suggests that the “oscillatory title” 68  of Lyrical Ballads denotes its project: 
Wordsworth’s attempt to become a “mediator between the language of the commoner [the 
Ballad] and that of high culture [the Lyric].” 69  In this mediating capacity, she notes, 
Wordsworth strives “to outline the self and situate it as a representative of ‘all men speaking 
to men.’” Wordsworth’s Lyric Ballads shares something vital with Creeley’s poems, as they, 
too, seek a form of “communitarian lyric.” Yet Creeley’s project distinguishes itself from that 
of his predecessor insofar as, first, his poems are divorced from the class concerns central to 




outlines, through which the lyric ‘I’ functions as synecdoche. If for Wordsworth the world – 
the “we” – is contained within the “I,” such that the “I” can speak for “all men,” then 
Creeley strives to articulate an “I” that belongs to the world, such that the “I” can speak 
among “all men.” Their poetries move in opposite directions: Wordsworth’s from the outside 
in, and Creeley’s from the inside out. The former marks a process of lyric absorption, the 
latter of circulation.  
 Creeley’s allusion is salient, for the poem he excerpts stages a confrontation between 
two modes of communication. Recounting a conversation between a lyric speaker and a 
young girl, “We are Seven,” much like Wordsworth’s “Lucy” series, centers on the untimely 
death of a child. Throughout the poem, the lyric speaker queries the young girl about her 
brothers and sisters, and she repeatedly insists (to his great confusion) that “we are seven,” 
although two of her siblings have died: “‘Seven boys and girls are we; / Two of us in the 
churchyard lie / Beneath the churchyard tree.”70 The poem thus serves to contrast the child’s 
“communitarian” subjectivity with the speaker’s “voluntaristic” self.71 As Janowitz explains, 
Wordsworth emphasizes the  
social selfhood of ‘a little cottage girl’ who, refusing to be instructed by the 
admonishing adult, ‘would have her will, / And said ‘Nay, we are seven’” in defiance 
of the speaker’s rationalist arguments […] In ‘We Are Seven,’ the soil affords a 
tradition of humanity from which the voluntaristic ‘I’ is painfully excluded.72 
 
Citing the young girl’s insistent refrain “We are seven” at the outset of his poem, Creeley not 
only seems to align himself with her position but to invoke for his own verse a “social 
selfhood” or “tradition of humanity” that defies the “voluntaristic” (or equally, the 




 The allusion to Wordsworth, however, is not simply pedantic. Though the literary 
quotation does immediately suggest the “intellectual” or “scholarly” register Creeley had 
hoped to avoid, the poem must have also resonated for him personally. By the late 60s when 
he was writing Numbers, Creeley himself had “seven” children: three with his first wife, Anne 
McKinnon, and four with his second wife Bobbie Louis Hawkins (two biological, two step-
daughters). His eight-year-old step-daughter Leslie, however, had died in 1961 after a tragic 
accident in which she was buried under a collapsing sandbank. 73 It is therefore no surprise, 
as the poem suggests, that the haunting refrain “we are seven” would “ech[o] / in [Creeley’s] 
head,” evoking as it does not just the Wordsworth poem, but Creeley’s own grief and guilt-
ridden “nightmare of responsibility.” The many forms of repetition Creeley develops in the 
poem’s opening section further enhance its sense of torment. Not only does the repetition 
of the word “seven” three times in the space of a few lines recall the girl’s insistence in 
Wordsworth’s poem, but the notion of 
  –seven 
days in the week, seven 
years for the itch of 
unequivocal involvement 
 
suggests another form of redundancy, conveying time’s tedious cycles. Time moves on, 
unrelentingly, but Creeley’s grief and guilt endure. Notably, too, it would have been “seven 
years” since Leslie’s accident when Numbers was published, lending gravitas to what might 
otherwise be just a common cliché (the seven-year itch) when he mourns the “seven years” 
of “unequivocal involvement” now lost. Assonance is also a strong force in this short 
section, particularly in the final two lines; the short “i” sound – “seven” “in”; “itch”; 




emphasize Creeley’s feeling of culpability – “I” am responsible – and compound the idea 
that otherwise allusive material is endowed with lyric sentiment. It also lends the poem a 
certain rhythm that is, as Jonathan Culler has argued, endemic to and even definitive of the 
lyric’s ritualistic capacity.74 As Culler argues – and as the initial invocation of “We Are 
Seven” confirms – “Rhythm is one of the major forces through which poems haunt us, just 
as poems themselves are haunted by rhythms of other poems.”75 Moreover, such “sound 
patterning” is “highly seductive” and thus “invites readers to an experience”: in this case, the 
haunting but poignant experience of grief.  
 Despite the centripetal pull of the poem’s opening section, “Seven” refuses to 
languish in its interiority. Even as the first section draws us into Creeley’s psyche, it also 
pushes us back out. The chiastic force of each line’s final word – “in” “of” “seven,” “seven” 
“of” “in-volvement” (ABC CBA) – animates a crossing between allusive and lyric registers. 
This inward and outward movement is replicated between the poem’s five sections as well. 
While the first section locates us in the speaker’s “head,” the next section directs our gaze 
outward, decidedly away from the obsessive lyric subject and scene of mourning. Its apt 
seven-line structure begins with the deictic imperative: 
Look 
at 






Creeley invites us to behold what he views: the majesty of the New Mexico desert light at 




than it again returns to the scene of (internal) memory in its next section. The movement is 
not jarring, as the 7:00 hour ties these sections together, passing from 7pm to 7am: 
I was born at seven in 
the morning and my 
father had a monument 
of stone, a pillar, put 
at the entrance of the  
hospital, of which he was head. 
 
The poem has not only ostensibly moved from night to day but also from death to birth: 
endings to beginnings.  
 The rest of the poem continues this inward and outward crossing, so that the 
disorientation described in the penultimate section – “At sixes and sevens” – becomes 
inevitable. By the poem’s end, Creeley conjures up the tally, “Are all / numbers one? / Is 
counting forever beginning again [?]” – where to count is not to move from 1 to 2 to 3, but 
| | | |  starting at “one” and “forever beginning again.” “Seven” finally leaves its rhetorical 
question unanswered so that Creeley can only briefly conclude: “Let this be the end of the 
seven,” which might also be a return to its beginning. The meditation on time hinted at 
earlier in the poem is here accentuated, as Creeley implies again that numbers – like grief and 
mourning and like years and weeks – are at once cyclic and sequential: both are altered by 
time and yet seem impervious to it.  
 “Eight” builds on these themes. The poem appears to pick up precisely where the 
last left off. Having announced the “end of the seven,” the next determinate step is to “Say 
‘eight’ – be patient”: to wait for meanings to accrue. Gradually, they do. Immediately here, as 
elsewhere in the series, Creeley is reminded of the number’s constituent parts: “two fours 




year lunar cycle: “Only this number / marks the cycle - / the eight year interval - / for that 
confluence / makes the full moon shine…” Though astronomical in scale, this 
preoccupation with “cycles” echoes the less monumental ellipses that pervade the sequence. 
More, the Ancient Greeks used octaeteris to structure their calendar, divided into two four-
year periods that echo Creeley’s opening section “two fours show the way.” Creeley’s 
subsequent association of “8” with the modern calendric month of “August” logically 
follows suit: “Now summer fades.  /  August its month -  / this interval.  
 “Eight” foregrounds the utility of numbers for calculating “intervals” and measures 
of time. Not only does “eight” begin by demanding “patience,” suggesting duration, but later 
considers the tally, which no longer denotes a ceaseless beginning, as in “Seven,” but a 
temporal lapse: “In light lines count the interval. / Eight makes the time wait quietly.” 
Creeley considers the passage of time at various scales: the astronomical lunar cycle, the 
current occasion (“Now…August”) and, finally, the distance between the past and present. 
Situated at the poem’s center, the fourth section considers this final “interval”: 
She is eight 
years old, holds 
a kitten, and 
looks out at me. 
 
As in “Seven,” we are reminded again of Leslie’s untimely death when Creeley conjures the 
imploring young girl’s image. Possibly Creeley overlays temporal frames as his biological 
daughter Kate, born in 1959, would have been eight herself around the time he was writing. 
The present image of Kate may herald that of the other eight-year-old female figure. When, 
however, his poem continues: “Where are you. / One table / One chair,” Creeley’s 




[?]” affirms, that loss, though years earlier, is painfully proximate. Here, too, Creeley’s poem 
is intensely lyric. Through its “apostrophic address” to “you,” Creeley moves us into a “lyric 
present” that, as Culler describes, “displace[s] a time of narrative, of past events reported, 
and place[s] us in…the ‘now’ in which, for readers, a poetic event can repeatedly occur.”76 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, Culler elaborates, the “clearest example” of this lyric temporality is 
the elegy, which “replaces an irreversible temporal disjunction, the movement form life to 
death, with a reversible alternation between mourning and consolation, evocations of 
absence and presence.”77  
 This movement clearly informs “Eight,” as the narrative past of Leslie’s death is 
displaced by a “lyric present” in which Creeley and then we continually register that event. In 
“Eight,” as Culler would have it, “a temporal problem is posed: something once present has 
been lost or attenuated; this loss can be narrated but the temporal sequence is irreversible, 
like time itself.”78 Creeley himself admits, there is “No going back - / though half / is four 
and / half again two.” Grief defies narrative logic. Mired in a perpetual and painful “lyric 
present,” Creeley’s poem, like grief itself, seems to grow large – seems to assume inordinate 







Though only one word, describing an eight-sided figure, Creeley wrenches its sections apart 
not just to elongate its painstaking duration and grief’s extended temporality, but to call our 




eight, that might also herald the beginning of October when Leslie’s death occurred 
(October 1, 1961) – and the central “agon”: struggle, trial – the root of agony. The  word 
“octagonal” invites us to share the extended time and space of Creeley’s poem, bringing us 
into his experience of grief and perhaps also, empathetically, our own.  
 Yet Creeley’s series, crucially, does not end here. As a result, there is a marked 
tension within Creeley’s poems between the temporality of lyric meditation – the iterable, 
painful “now” – and the forward, linear movement that (narrative) time and the numeric 
series compel. As much as Creeley asks us to dwell in the elongated lyric temporality of 
poems like “Seven” or “Eight,” he also refuses to let himself or his readers idle there 
forever. The beginning of “Nine” is emphatic: “There is no point / of rest here.” To do so 
might risk turning Creeley’s dynamic, contiguous series into a contained, generic lyric poem. 
Put differently: by insisting on a temporal, open, and serial form of poetry, Creeley denies 
our ability to turn the lyric meditation we find in works like “Seven” or “Eight” into another 
example of “intensely singular” and then inescapably hermetic art. Rather his poems operate, 
to appropriate Joseph Conte’s terms, according to a metonymic logic in which each poem 
comprises “a point on the periphery of some whole or context.”79 Such a logic opposes the 
“metaphoric mode of language…especially suited to the single, well-made lyric” in which the 
individual “perception” is not just “coextensive with” but “located at the focus of this one 
great circle.”80 Through his serial structure, Creeley undercuts the obsessive quality of “the 
lyric present” that threatens to consume “Seven” and “Eight,” leading us away from what he 
calls in “Nine” the “fading containment,” which “resolves” nothing.  
 The forward movement inherent to Creeley’s series also reflects his belief that the 




for their ability to explore the ways in which “I” occupies “intervals,” but for their proposal 
that the “I” is never alone in these occupations. As Creeley once revealed: “I like time’s 
accumulation of persons.”81 Thus it is no surprise that in his elegiac meditations on time, we 
continually find, as Oppen would have it, that “they are there”: Wordsworth’s little cottage 
girl, Creeley’s father, Leslie, and we readers are even implicated. That the pronoun “I” only 
infrequently emerges in the series is noteworthy in this regard, but its appearance in “Seven” 
is especially instructive. There, Creeley writes that his birth was marked by “a monument of 
stone, a pillar” that his father erected – recalling again the “singular upright condition” of the 
“I,” explored in “One.” But the poem’s next section begins with a common idiom: “At sixes 
and sevens.” Combatting the specificity of Creeley’s birth, the next section’s “found” 
quotation (like the series’ many others) is deliberately ambiguous. Its “implication,” as Oren 
Izenberg describes of a comparable effect in Oppen’s Of Being Numerous, “is that what is 
being ‘cited’ is a general attitude rather than a particular one attributable to an individual 
source.”82 The exchange between the specificity of the “I” and the “general attitude” is 
characteristic of Creeley’s poems: like the “pillar” erected in “Seven,” “I” is always a point of 
origin, but one whose occasion marks only a fleeting moment in a much longer sequence of 
events and a larger world of persons – another form of tally.   
 Creeley refuses to allow the lyric subject to define his poems, but he also refuses to 
let his verse to dissolve into abstraction. In many poems preceding “Seven” and “Eight,” 
numbers seem reducible to mere shapes or abstract figures: “Three” is a “triangle, of form, / 
of people”; “Four” is a “square”; “Five” is “a way to draw stars” and “Six” is “two triangles 
interlocked.” Though numbers’ capacity to elicit geometric visual form is interesting in its 




one senses that to see the numbers as shapes or abstract ideas is to view them at a distance: 
to ponder rather than inhabit them. This is how a viewer might also regard Indiana’s prints 
(Figure 22). In “Seven” and “Eight,” however, Creeley divests us of this vantage, cautioning 
us against the kind of lyric misreading that plagues many New Critical approaches. Such 
approaches, as Virginia Jackson explains, “insis[t] on divorcing poetry from the source of 
self-expression, rendering the poem a pure text to be read by the scientifically detached 
observer of linguistic facts.”83 Moreover, such a misreading proffers an “intersubjective 
relation to the poem which is 
selective and utilitarian: rather 
than live in the poem’s presence, 
[the reader] fiddles with its 
parts.” 84  In “Seven” and 
“Eight,” Creeley invites us to 
live in the “presence” of his 
work, striving for an inter-
subjective relation that is not 
“selective and utilitarian” but 
meaningful and accessible. After 
all, “Eight” is not “octagon” but 
“octagonal.” Numbers are longer 
just remote entities, they are modifiers: they qualify real, lived experiences –  the ones that 
are our own and the ones that we might share.  
5. The Endless Return:  Indiana, Creeley, and the Book Form 
Fig. 22 Robert Indiana, Seven, 1968, screenprint on paper, 
9 15/16 x 8 3/8 x ½ in. 1991.578, Prints, Drawings, and 





 Through Creeley’s series, the poet’s and consequently the reader’s way of viewing 
numbers is incrementally transformed so that Indiana’s prints might ultimately be seen anew. 
De-familiarizing the seemingly routine forms found in his verse, Creeley’s poems also force 
us to see Indiana’s screenprints as something more than colorful shapes, mere numbers, or 
automatic facsimiles. This is not to suggest that Creeley thoroughly restores some 
Benjaminian “aura” to Indiana’s prints, but that his poems do prepare us to see each of 
Indiana’s numerals as particular reflective occasions as much as constituent parts. Thomas 
Crow writes of Indiana’s work: “his [paintings] submit themselves to mechanical 
reproduction with little apparent reminder. The line between their status as unique works of 
fine art and design templates was always a fine one.”85 If Indiana’s screenprints already 
inscribe this tension, then their specific attachment to Creeley’s poems only further refines 
the liminal space between original and template.   
 The order of poems and prints is crucial to this feat; for were a reader to encounter 
Indiana’s numerals first, they might seem to embody an objective number system and 
nothing more. Each number’s formal resemblance to the next suggests the mass production 
of advertisements or posters that pervaded much of Pop Art’s canon. Still, the varying 
coloration of each print and nature of numerals themselves – such that 7 is just like but 
necessarily different than 8 – counter a thoroughgoing sense of sheer reproduction. Color, 
like number, is not only both particular and shared but can also exert a strong emotional 
pull. As Bauhaus painter Josef Albers puts it: “If one says ‘Red’ (the name of a color) and 
there are 50 people listening, it can be expected that there will be 50 reds in their minds. And 
one can be sure that all these reds will be very different.” 86  Though we share an 




we consider further the associations and reactions which are experienced in connection with 
the color and the name, probably everyone will diverge again in many different directions.”87 
Color is not simply a stable, communal, or easily replicated idea, it is also a matter of 
perception: a highly relative and deeply individual concept.  In this sense,  it is not surprising 
that Indiana often relies on bright colors in his screens, virtually begging his viewers – 
already prompted by Creeley’s poems –  to impulsively search for individual or personal 
meaning in his numerals or, more radically, to attach their own.  
 Indiana’s personal 
numerology has been well-
documented. Throughout his 
oeuvre, for instance, “6” is 
routinely associated his father and 
“8” (Figure 23) with his mother. 
These personal meanings are not 
necessarily evident on a surface 
reading; only a viewer well versed 
in Indiana’s numerical reprisals or 
one who has read his interviews 
might easily discern the more 
subjective element of his 
numbers. Susan Ryan suggests in 
fact that “Creeley and a few other 
astute observers” have recognized in Indiana’s work “a sharp dichotomy [that] separates the 
Fig. 23 Robert Indiana, Eight, 1968, screenprint on paper, 
9 15/16 x 8 3/8 x ½ in. 1991.578, Prints, Drawings, and 





works’ impersonal, patterned forms and rhetorical subject matter, and the submerged 
networks of memories and experiences that indeed manage to inflect surface messages.” 88 As 
Creeley himself noted: “With an Indiana number…it is like someone’s particular number, 
and [the artist] gives an extraordinarily emotional feel that he can make manifest in, say, 
‘Number Two.’”89 When Creeley’s verse achieves a similar feat in the context of the 
collaboration, it replicates the dyad of impersonal pattern and memorial network inherent to 
Indiana’s prints. The poet’s work effectively foregrounds this dichotomy in both media for 
the reader/viewer. Put simply, Creeley’s ability to reproduce the tension in his own work 
adds a dimension to Indiana’s prints that might otherwise be foreclosed.  
 The generation and reception of the work takes on a circular pattern: Indiana’s prints 
initially condition the generation of Creeley’s verse, and Creeley’s verse subsequently 
conditions the reception of Indiana’s prints. The prints might even invite a new regard for 
Creeley’s poems. Anne Midgette writes in her review of Creeley’s collaboration exhibition: 
“Placed next to a painting or print, the words are pinned into the realm of the seen, 
becoming something that must be looked at as well as read.”90 Just as Indiana’s prints may 
be seen in a different light after Creeley’s poems, so may the visual elements of Creeley’s 
poems – typography, layout –seem more pronounced when placed after Indiana’s prints.  
 Discussing Ian Burn’s 1990s collaboration “Value Added” Landscapes, Charles Green 
notes that Burns insisted that in his “contribution” to his collaborations was “the discursive 
framing of another artist’s work.” 91  Though the aesthetics and politics of Burns’ 
collaboration are distinct from that of Numbers, the notion of “discursive framing” is a useful 
description for Creeley’s poems vis-à-vis Indiana’s prints. First, it suggests that the works 




these collaborations achieves the “all-encompassing synthesis” TJ Hines describes in his 
formative study of inter-artistic collaboration– which certainly remains a limiting, highly 
Romantic basis for defining a collaboration’s “success” – Numbers does more closely 
approximate the kind of verbal-visual accord Hines envisions. 92  Second, to note that 
Creeley’s works provide a 
“discursive framing” for Indiana’s 
prints is to suggest that they are 
ekphrastic. Creeley’s ekphrastic 
poems, however, do not 
necessarily describe or depict 
Indiana’s works. Nothing in his 
poems truly evokes what the 
number “9” in Indiana’s print 
(Figure 24) looks like; more often 
his poems project their own 
geometric shapes. Yet Creeley’s 
poems are ekphrastic insofar as 
they, in the most basic sense of the term, make Indiana’s prints “speak out.”  
 Perhaps most exactly, Creeley’s poems embody what Susan Ryan calls the “speaking 
presence” already intrinsic to Indiana’s prints, which, inclusive of their own text (Figure 7), 
begin to “stimulate verse.”93 Indiana’s inlaid text prompts both his own art to speech and 
Creeley’s to response. There is, too, a direct correlation between Indiana’s text and Creeley’s 
titles, which become duplicates. Similarly, the recurrence of the written numerals within 
Fig. 24 Robert Indiana, Nine, 1968, screenprint on paper, 
9 15/16 x 8 3/8 x ½ in. 1991.578, Prints, Drawings, and 





Creeley’s verse reprises and then amplifies the textual voice of Indiana prints. Creeley’s 
poetry is therefore not the privileged occasion of language or speech in the volume but serves 
first as echo and then as frame. To borrow from the realm of music, “antiphonal” may best 
describe the volume’s collaborative method, as the book precipitates an ongoing dialogue 
between Indiana and Creeley with each artist continually provoking and responding to the 
other.  
 This circularity is a unique feature of Numbers’ book form. Numbers are a recurrent 
theme in Indiana’s oeuvre, to be sure. In certain works, like The American Dream and 
Exploding Numbers series, the painter works with a limited set of digits; in others, like The 
Cardinal Numbers, the Decade 
Autopilot series, and the sculpture 
work Numbers 1-0, all ten digits 
appear. Indiana has even remarked 
that the colors he uses for each 
number comprise specific life 
stages, from “The numeral 1, 
which is read and green…to the 7, 
blue and orange, stands for early 
autumn; 8, red and brown is 
autumn…Finally the zero, in 
shades of gray, stands for death.94 
That the number prints in the collaboration are colored accordingly might seem to imply a 
similarly determinate teleology, with the final “zero” indicating a definite, deathly conclusion. 
Fig. 25 Robert Indiana, Zero, 1968, screenprint on paper, 
9 15/16 x 8 3/8 x ½ in. 1991.578, Prints, Drawings, and 





Creeley’s “Zero” even corresponds to this idea of self-extinction. Negation is its abiding 
trope:  
  You 
walk the years in a  
nothing, a no 
place I know as well as 
the last breath 
 
Like Indiana’s gray zero (Figure 25), Creeley’s “you” is also at the end of its life’s journey and 
“will also go nowhere / having found its way.” Yet the volume’s actual end undoes this 
arrival, for Numbers concludes neither on Indiana’s 0 nor on the poem “Zero” but on “The 
Fool”: a narrative and entirely “found” poem that corresponds to no Indiana print. Creeley 
explained: “the last part of the zero sequence called 
‘The Fool,’ is simply a quote from Arthur Waite’s A 
Pictorial Key to the Tarot. I just looked at that because it 
was a beautiful estimation of the experience of 
nothing.”95 An ekphrastic depictions of the tarot card 
(Figure 26), the poem reads in part: 
a young man in gorgeous  
vestments pauses at the brink of a  
precipice among the great heights  
of the world; he surveys the blue  
distance before him – its expanse of  
sky rather than the prospect below. 
 
 Unlike that of the penultimate “Zero,” the 
“experience of nothing” found in “The Fool” evades 
finality or death. Though momently poised on a 
precipice, the Fool’s “eager act of walking is still indicated…his dog is still bounding” and 
Fig. 26 Rider-Waite Tarot Card 




his “countenance is full of…expectant dream.” Upending the deathly arrival of “Zero” 
where the “you” has “found its way,”  “The Fool’s” journey and, by extension, the volume’s 
series forgo closure: 
The sun, which shines behind him,  
knows when he came, whither he is  
going, and how he will return by  
another path after many days… 
 
The collaboration’s final moments are quite literally elliptical. While a sinister reading could 
suppose that “The Fool’s” journey is no more than “fool’s errand” – a naïve wandering 
without destination – the poem is optimistic, suggesting that the elliptic form heralds 
continued possibility. Though “The Fool” has passed into some “other world,” “he will 
return by “another path.” Far from a definitive ending, this “return” initiates a new journey 
or cycle, and the tarot card itself is traditionally read to connote beginnings.96  
 Numbers’ non-linear progression from 1-9 to 0 (rather than from 0-9) intensifies its 
circulatory and inclusive, social qualities. If the “I/1” we encounter at the book’s outset is a 
straight line that demarcates fixity and singularity – a stand-in for the individual lyric subject 
–  then what else is the sense of 0 we find at volume’s conclusion than a circle that denotes a 
continuous, expansive whole – a symbol for community? The progression to “0” suggests 
again not an expended series but a reset. As Creeley muses in “Zero”: 
 …primitive systems 
seem to have natural cause for 
the return to one, after ten –  
but this is not ten – out of  
nothing, one, to return to that –  
 
In its recursive “return,” the book form oscillates between one and zero, being and nothing, 




dialectic by which each creates and defines the other, while both at the same time generate 
the number system that contains them.”97 The 1-0 trajectory is not a matter of self-
obliteration but, as in the binary code of computer programming language, of continual 
regeneration. To end on “zero” is not to complete a particular journey, but, like the Fool, to 
begin anew. Reflecting Numbers’ lyric stance, to “return to one” here is to recognize its 
indelible position in a larger pattern; it is to be reincorporated. In this regard, Numbers’ 
project is philosophical. Its persistent attempt to overcome the primacy of “One” shares 
something essential with the later work of French philosopher Alain Badiou, who aptly 
posits in Being and Event that “mathematics is ontology.”98 By Numbers’ end it becomes clear, 
to borrow from Badiou, that the “multiple is retroactively legible as…anterior to the one, 
insofar as” what we perceive as “one” “is always a result.” 99 That is: while Creeley and 
Indiana’s multiple inevitably proceeds from one, it is the multiple, nonetheless and 
dialectically, that proceeds to make the one legible.. In Numbers, “One” and “Zero” do not 
signify a set of opposites: beginning and ending, being and nothing, lyric and community. 
These terms instead become coextensive – utterly contingent.   
 Finally, the book’s physical structure invites its audience to follow the Fool, courting 
our “return” anew or “by another path.” Though a finite artifact that contemplates finite set 
of numbers, it affords potentially unlimited, intimate reading occasions, allowing the 
audience to perpetuate and participate in the book’s ongoing interchange. The collaboration 
therefore provokes a mobile mode of reception distinct from viewing Indiana’s paintings in 
a museum or from reading Creeley’s poems in Pieces or the Collected Poems. In both scenarios, 
the works are read without any sense of exchange or context, rendering our understanding 




verbal cycling. Doing so, Numbers’ book form (much like Creeley’s self-portrait poems, 
discussed in Chapter 3), as Virginia Jackson would contend, “strenuously resists substituting 
the alienated lyric image of the human – the very image the modern reading of the lyric has 
created – for the exchange between historical persons between whom the barriers of space 
and time had not fallen.”100 The book form highlights the very ways in which Creeley’s 
poems originate in an immediate and indeed historical exchange with Indiana and eventually, 
if belatedly, with us. It enjoins us to see Creeley’s poems as well as Indiana’s prints as part of 
a “densely woven fabric of social relations.”101 After all, the artist’s book is unavoidably 
material, inscribing in its very form histories of print, production, art, and concept that only 
begin with Creeley and Indiana and extend to multiple other actors, including the audience. 
The book foregrounds these relations – this network of persons and events – in a way that 
the works viewed separately or in any other context cannot.  
  Violating Mel Bochner’s assumption that serial art is “fundamentally parsimonious 
and systematically self-exhausting,”102 Numbers is a “fundamentally” generous and even 
“systematically” generative, seemingly endless sequence. In his 1967 essay “Art and 
Objecthood,” the art historian Michael Fried decried of Minimalists like Donald Judd and 
Robert Morris: “Endlessness seems to be the experience that most deeply excites literalist 
sensibility, and that literalist artists seek to objectify in their work—for example, by the 
repetition of identical units…which carries the implication that the units in question could 
be multiplied ad infinitum.103 With its “endless” and minimalist qualities, Numbers might well 
fall subject to Fried’s denouncement. Accordingly, when Numbers seems to embody “the 
duration of the experience” Fried describes, it becomes, “paradigmatically theatrical…as 




simultaneously approaching and receding, as if apprehended in an infinite perspective.”104 Yet for 
all of Fried’s disappointment with this quality of art, he finally concedes that it is “utter[ly] 
pervasive” and that “Presentness is grace.”105  
 Numbers’ endless “presentness” was not just shared by much minimalist or Pop art, 
as Fried makes clear, but became an even more vital feature of art in the 1970s. In 
increasingly popular installations, theatricality became an explicit basis for rather than 
implicit assumption of the work of art. Just as Odes found its place in a transitional moment 
between the ebb of Abstract Expressionism and the rise of Pop Art a decade before, 
Numbers resides between the decline of Pop and the advent of more radical forms of 
performance and multicultural art. By the time Numbers was published, art critics had already 
begun to note how “stale” the signatures of Pop Art seemed. Of the Met’s 1968 exhibition 
“F-One-Eleven” (for James Rosenquist’s mural) the New York Times’ John Canady wrote: 
“How weary its photomontage approach to composition; how stale its pretensions to 
literacy; how flat its declamation; how unprofitable its effort to invest the agreeable hijinks of 
pop art with sober meaning.”106 Lest we think Canady’s assessment is unique rather than 
representative, the Times’ Hilton Kramer reported on the Whitney’s “Artists Under 40” that 
same year:  
The main burden of [curator William] Agee’s exhibition is, to be sure, on the 
interests of the present moment, or, since museums still are unequipped to move 
with the speed of sound, of the moment just preceding the present moment. We are 
thus shown a good deal of color abstraction, pop art, and minimal sculpture and 
their various hybrids…It is all terribly sad, terribly boring, and terribly in keeping 
with the temper of the times.”107  
 
Though Kramer’s valuation is unduly harsh and may better reflect his own conservative view 




reinforces a truth O’Hara and Goldberg’s Odes had already revealed: when a particular style is 
recast ad nauseam, it loses it freshness and art fails to progress. Thus with Pop looking 
evermore outdated, the rise of new aesthetic paradigms at the dawn of the 1970s, as at the 
beginning of the 1960s, was not only an inevitable but a necessary advance.  
 As the Pop craze reached its conclusion, artists turned their attention to the 
relationship between art and culture construed in social and political terms. Feminist Art  – 
situated at interstices of aesthetics and identity politics – and Environmental Art – embroiled 
quite literally between nature and culture – shaped the scene. These movements helped rid 
art of any lingering idealization of “autonomy” or the “individual artist” and became even 
more concerned with collective space: the public sphere, identitarian community. Of art after 
1960, Robert Hobbs concludes: “art plays an important function of symbolizing reality at a 
particular time; to function it requires numbers of people pooling their common interest to 
think about it and assess it. In this manner art becomes collaborative, and it also becomes 
culture.”108 At last art after the 1960s only affirms what Indiana and Creeley’s project had 
begun to tell us all along – that the power of art might ultimately lie in numbers. 
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 In a cantankerous review of the 2017 Robert Rauschenberg retrospective mounted at 
Tate Modern, MoMA, and the San Francisco Museum of Art, art critic Jed Perl not only 
notes that it was “as a genre buster – an artist who crossed boundaries and cross-pollinated 
disciplines – that Rauschenberg was embraced in the 1960s” but, doing so, suggests that the 
artist’s career was “the fool’s errand of twentieth-century art.”1 “More than fifty years later,” 
Perl elaborates, 
there are more and more artists who seem to believe, as [Rasuchenberg] apparently 
did, that art is unbounded…The old artisanal model of the artist – the artist whose 
genius is grounded in the demands of a particular craft – is replaced by the artist who 
is not only figuratively but also literally without portfolio, a creative personality-at-
large in the arts.2 
 
There are, Perl concedes, “historical precedents for this view,” including the illustrious 
example of Picasso, an artist for whom the “embrace of a creative range of disciplines – and 
the mixing of disciplines and in some instances destabilization of disciplines – returned him, 
refreshed, to the revitalization of a particular discipline.” Taking a Greenbergian “purist” 
stance, Perl concludes that “Each fresh adventure” in other media afforded Picasso 
“renewed appreciation of the old order and the old perfection.”3 
 While Perl’s formalist claims about Picasso’s interdisciplinary “adventure[s]” seem  
reductive, at best, and unfounded, at worst, they nevertheless begin to get to the heart of his 
disillusionment with Rasuchenberg. In Perl’s view, an interdisciplinary or “de-defining” 
mode of art is a worthy pursuit only if it is means – however counterintuitive – to greater 




media dalliances, however, appear to serve no such higher aim. Thus, even Picasso’s 
historical precedent seems an unsatisfactory excuse for the artistic vagrancy of Rauschenberg 
and his ilk. Indeed Perl’s avowed “trouble” with Rauschenberg is that his “[interdisciplinary] 
adventure and innovation invariably confound order and tradition.”4 A more sympathetic 
viewer of Rauschenberg can only be compelled to respond: yes…and? 
 It is admittedly hard to take Perl’s assessment without a degree of incredulity, as so 
much of his discussion of Rauschenberg’s artistic “de-defining” seems to miss its very point. 
Certainly “confound[ing] order and tradition” was nothing if not foremost among the 
painter’s objectives. It may therefore suffice only to paraphrase Perl’s valuation of the show’s 
curator: “That [he] has nothing much of significance to say about Rauschenberg in the 
essay…says less about [the painter] than about [him].”5 Still, Perl’s review transports us back 
to debates about the appropriate methods and aims of art taking place at Rauschenberg’s 
midcentury moment – the moment, not incidentally, of this study’s central poets. The 
crystallizing dichotomies between formalist and experimental positions in American visual 
art and poetry then taking shape – “raw” vs. “cooked,” open vs. closed verse, New Critical 
vs. New American poets, Clement Greenberg vs. Harold Rosenberg – have by now been 
well-rehearsed. And, as Perl is no doubt aware, much of what was once considered uncouth 
in the “rawer” varieties of American art eventually and sometimes even quickly found a place 
in the canon. On one hand, then, it is easy to dismiss Perl’s appraisal of Rasuchenberg as 
merely seeming too outdated. On the other hand, it functions an important reminder that 
our embrace of art which pushes limits or otherwise revels in the inherent messiness of 
“cross-pollination” is more partial than we’d care to admit – or, more accurately, has only ever 




continue to pursue is somehow still seen as literally and figuratively, in Perl’s term, 
“unbounded”: unruly, unclassifiable, and, too often, unfit. 
 If I have dwelled too long on Perl’s review, it has less to do with my fundamental 
disagreement with his take on Rasuchenberg than it does with my concerted interest in the 
central question the painter’s oeuvre raises for him: a question that has also motivated this 
study from the outset. Laying bare the stakes of his quarrel with Rauschenberg, Perl asserts: 
“Cross-pollination is all well and good. The question is where it takes the artist.” 6 
Unfortunately for Rauschenberg, from Perl’s vantage, cross-pollination could only take him 
so far.7 His was not to be the finely calibrated and remunerative cross-pollination of Picasso 
but only an aesthetically hazardous and ultimately disappointing enterprise. 
 This sensibility is a limiting one to be sure, but it is not idiosyncratic or else, one 
imagines, our museums and anthologies would be teeming with artistic collaborations; cross-
pollination would be the norm rather than the exception or the prerogative of some avant-
garde. This dearth, I should note, in no way suggests that artists have forsaken 
interdisciplinary work or that it is uninteresting. These practices are alive and well, even 
increasingly so in a digital world that facilitates collaborative cross-pollination like never 
before. It should suggest instead that Perl’s review is symptomatic of a broader and still 
ascendant view of art that favors both medium specificity and, perhaps even more, artistic 
signature. True, collaborative art – including the artists’ books I explore in Chapters 2 and 4 
– sometimes get its due in feature exhibitions or specialized galleries, but by and large it 
languishes in the archives or remains peripheral to the headline works in a given collection. 
 The title of the Rauschenberg exhibit – “Rauschenberg: Among Friends” – is 




much as the title nods to the painter’s fundamentally collaborative spirit, the various 
“friends” and creative partners it invokes remain ancillary to – virtually seem to revolve 
around – the luminary at their center, paradoxically renewing our conviction in the vaulted 
status of the singular artist that the collaborations themselves dismantle. The painter’s work 
among his (notably) anonymous friends ironically serves to consecrate a cohesive image of 
Rauschenberg as Rauschenberg: the trailblazing American painter worthy of a dedicated 
retrospective. Of course, one could imagine titles that would do more to uproot the painters’ 
image as painter but that would likely fail to attract the same interest. For practical and 
theoretical reasons, the singular artist/medium trope remains a seductive and expedient 
narrative; strict disciplinarity retains its acolytes. 
 What happens, then, when we pursue alternative narratives? What art and literary 
histories emerge and what do they tell us? What works are appended to existing canons or 
come together to form new archives? Whose art is (re)discovered? What aesthetic, social, or 
political contexts restored? Where, indeed, does “cross-pollination take the artist” and us? 
 My examination of O’Hara and Creeley’s inter-artistic endeavors in the preceding 
chapters marks only a limited attempt to answer crucial questions like these. More work 
remains. Nonetheless, I have striven to divest us of the sense – Perl’s sense – that 
collaborative cross-pollination is necessarily a means to an end of greater artistic purity or 
the consecration of the individual artist. Instead, I have taken seriously collaborative cross-
pollination as an aesthetic event as worthy of careful attention as any other in these artists’ 
oeuvres, and I have eagerly pursued it where it led. I have shown how doing so can offer 




conventional reception. And I have sought to recalibrate our sense not just of what 
collaborative cross-pollination may be but how it creates meaning. 
 I do not presume that my inquiry is unique in championing interdisciplinary 
collaboration in its own right or for its own sake. I do, however, hope that this study 
amplifies and builds upon the work of others who have equally called into question certain 
entrenched aesthetic assumptions. Moreover, I well understand that a medium-
centric/artistic genius view is neither solely reserved for museums or critics nor easily 
unsettled. In working through these chapters, I have become all too keenly aware that a 
disciplinary-specific and often restrictive view of art is replicated near-daily in aspects of 
academe large and small: in classrooms, in journals and presses, and in hiring decisions. 
Though rarely or at least not publicly discussed, there is often a stark incongruity between 
widespread calls for collaboration and interdisciplinarity in the academy today and actual 
practices. Addressing this issue Kyle Schlesinger, whose work has been dedicated to the 
intersection of poetry and visual art, candidly asks: 
where is collaboration now? Is it an activity of the past? A pastime of days gone by? 
And if so, why? Could it be that there’s not enough leisure time? Not enough time to 
be alone with our own thoughts, never mind someone else’s? Or could it be that 
collaboration is not validated by the academy, and that for all of the lip service 
devoted to interdisciplinary, multimedia, transgenre practices, students and teachers 
are discouraged from wandering beyond the confines of their own department? Or 
could it be that the deep desire for intentional collaboration (like making a book) has 
been appeased by the constant, casual collaborations and interactions of the virtual 
world? Or could it have something to do with pedagogy? How many times have you 
heard students say, ‘we want to learn! Please don’t make us do any more group 
work!8 
 
As Schlesinger’s rousing series of rhetorical questions suggest, immersion in two disciplines 




individualization are professionally advantageous and pedagogically reified, perhaps to better 
satisfy the demands of the now-dominant neoliberal university model. 
 This itself is instructive. For if nothing else, creative cross-pollination often seems to 
provoke a search for place: a venture to unearth re-imagined or previously unimagined fields. 
Though the same could be said of many creative endeavors, inter-artistic collaboration 
undoubtedly heightens the quest in inducing novel ways of seeing and expanded 
vocabularies. It also functions as a way of overcoming different types of estrangement, 
including the segregation of disciplines and artists. Though interdisciplinary works will not 
and should not always achieve absolute cohesion, they do pursue some necessary kind of 
common ground. Cross-pollination procures its own landscapes: rich, new aesthetic 
geographies that proffer a more inclusive mode of belonging, however tenuous or 
temporary. 
 No twenty-first century artist’s work has made this more eloquently apparent than 
that of poet and routine collaborator Mei-mei Berssenbrugge. Born in 1947 in China and 
raised in the US, the self-avowed Asian-American and feminist poet is a natural, if somewhat 
unlikely, heir to Creeley’s and O’Hara’s legacy of visual-verbal collaboration. Certainly other 
poets – including many second generation New York School artists (Bill Berkson, Anne 
Waldman, Alice Notley, Ted Berrigan); many Language poets (Charles Bernstein, Susan 
Howe, Kenneth Goldsmith); and many Concrete poets (Robert Grenier, Johanna Drucker) 
are beneficiaries of this legacy. Nevertheless, there is something particularly exigent and 
resolute in Berssenbrugge’s interest in the visual arts and her investment in a collaborative 




 The title and impression one gets from Berssenbrugge’s 2006 four-decade long 
collection I Love Artists solidifies the formative role of the visual arts in her poetry. 
Reviewing that volume, critic Ben Lerner takes Cezanne’s painting as an analogue for 
Berssenbrugge’s verse.9 More than that, her poetry seems to match the best of O’Hara’s 
impulses to those of Creeley, and she has been connected with both the New York School 
and the Language poets (for whom Creeley was a chief influence).10 Take this couplet in the 
aptly titled “Parallel Lines": 
  My happiness at seeing him, my French suit constitute at the interface of wing and occasion. 
  Postulate whether friendship is truly fulfilling (ILA 143).11 
 
While the former might well find its place among O’Hara’s “Odes” (Chapter 2) where we 
find a comparable rhythm in lines like 
whose attention is solely upon the fragments of love as they die, one by one?”  
(“Ode on Lust,” CP 283) 
 
the latter echoes the imperative directness we often find in Creeley’s Words (Chapter 3): 
Locate I love you some- 
where in teeth and eyes” (“The Language,” TCP 283)  
 
Like O’Hara, to borrow from Lerner’s review, Berssenbrugge’s “long lines provide the 
action – a sense of movement, growth fluctuation”12 and she is prone to exquisite flights of 
abstraction. Like Creeley, her work “seek[s] to make the process of perception perceptible” 
and often employs “a kind of propositional syntax.” 13  The result of this stylistic 
juxtaposition, as Lerner expressively concludes, is that: 
Perhaps no other writer so ably captures, often by showing the impossibility of 
capturing, the experience of an embodied subject encountering the ‘perceptual 
solicitations’ of the object world. It is an insistently philosophical project, but at no 
point is it cold. Its ultimate concern is the possibility of human connection, of 
identifying with or as an other, of momentarily overcoming the self, of testing the 





 Whatever affinities Berssenbrugge’s work bears to that of O’Hara and Creeley, it is 
the collaborative ethos Lerner describes – “the possibility of human connection…of 
momentarily overcoming the self, of testing the limits of our limits” – that most strongly 
unites all three poets. For O’Hara and Creeley, as we have seen, poetic transactions with 
other arts and artists present a means of extending the lyric subject’s boundaries and 
“overcoming the self.” These exchanges make their work porous and interactive, creating 
space for reciprocal rather than linear attachments between artists, artworks, and audiences, 
as they probe the prospects of “human connection.” Their artists’ books further interrogate 
the grounds of collaboration, aesthetically “testing the limits” and exploring the relationship 
between the individual and the collective, singularity and mutuality. Above all, it is visual art 
which stimulates these considerations, offering O’Hara, Creeley, and then Berssenbrugge a 
vision of expanded possibility in verse.  
II. Collaboration and the “Multicultural” Landscape of the 1970s 
 Born a generation after O’Hara and Creeley, who came of age as poets in the 1950s 
and 1960s zeitgeist of Abstract Expressionism and Pop Art, Berssenbrugge’s emergent voice 
was forged amid what she calls the “multicultural movement” of the 1970s. Informed in part 
by the contemporary Black Power and Women’s Liberation movements, 1970s art was 
increasingly and perhaps for the first time unambiguously entangled with identitarian 
politics.  
 Two key 1971 events elucidate this burgeoning consciousness. The first was the 
boycott of the Whitney Museum’s “Contemporary Black Artists in America” exhibit. 15 




their work from the show in order to protest the museum’s failure to include any black 
people in its planning. In a news conference surrounding the affair, BECC co-chair Cliff 
Joseph maintained that it “was essential that [the show] be selected by one whose wisdom, 
strength, and depth of sensitivity regarding black art is drawn from the well of his own black 
experience.”16 The second was the publication of art historian Linda Nochlin’s watershed 
essay “Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?” in which she passionately 
charged: 
The fact of the matter is that there have been no supremely great women artists, as 
far as we know, although there have been many interesting and very good ones who 
remain insufficiently investigated or appreciated […] But in actuality, as we all know, 
things as they are and as they have been, in the arts as in a hundred other areas, are 
stultifying, oppressive, and discouraging to all those, women among them, who did 
not have the good fortune to be born white, preferably middle class and, above all, 
male.17 
 
What is more, she argued, there have been no great women artists because artistic 
achievement has been indelibly tied to the “mysterious, holy effulgence: Genius” 18 
historically reserved for men: Van Gogh, Picasso, de Kooning, Warhol. “This sort of 
mythology about artistic achievement and its concomitants,” she claimed, 
forms the unconscious or unquestioned assumption of scholars […] On this basis, 
women’s lack of major achievement in art may be formulated as a syllogism: If 
women had the golden nugget of genius then it would reveal itself. But it has never 
revealed itself. Q.E.D. Women do not have the golden nugget theory of artistic 
genius.19 
 
Beside making a plea for the importance of work by women artists, Nochlin does well to 
remind us that the idea of artistic “Genius” has always been a particularly restrictive illusion. 
 This 1970s milieu paved the way for Berssenbrugge’s future work, which is often 
explicitly invested in issues of race and gender and deeply attuned to her own multicultural 




switching from Chinese to English [at a young age], because you see that everything is 
relational.”20 It is likely this fundamental belief in relationality that not only resonated with a 
young Berssenbrugge in the 1970s multiculturalist aesthetic but that also inspired her career-
long pursuit of collaborative work. Indeed artists like Berssenbrugge often turned to 
collaboration in the 1970s and 1980s as a way of sorting through pressing issues of identity 
and belonging, altering both the content of and imperative for collaborative work in the later 
twentieth century. After the 1970s, Charles Green maintains, “Artists examined the shape 
and limits of the self, redefining artistic labor through collaborations…and respond[ing] to 
the intersection of self and history.”21 Still, if “relationality” encodes a structural recognition 
of difference – between languages, identity positions, or media – then Berssenbrugge’s own 
art strives to mitigate division. Her poetry instead endeavors, as she has claimed, “to expand 
a field by dissolving polarities or dissolving the boundaries between one thing and 
another.”22 Her works become permeable landscapes of art and self. 
 The concept of landscape is central to Berssenbrugge’s poetics. She routinely credits 
living in New Mexico, like Creeley before her, with influencing her poetry’s keen visual 
attention to the world. “You cannot live in New Mexico and not be visually dominant,”23 she 
has stated. Elsewhere, she elaborates: “[New Mexico] helped me to think about the 
horizontal plane of meaning, because its landscape is so large. Also, it correlated with my 
interest in phenomena around me, because the light is always changing and you never get 
used to it. It’s beautiful and spiritual.”24 We are perhaps reminded of Creeley’s injunction in 
Numbers’ “Seven” to behold the mystical “light of this hour” (Chapter 4), written during his 
own tenure in the southwest, or of the “Barbizonian kiddy days” Frank O’Hara recalls in 




“horizontal plane of meaning” and continual change that define Berssenbrugge’s own sense 
of landscape are clarified in her poems: her long lines not only educe a seemingly boundless 
horizon but their stark juxtapositions connote mutability. Berssenbrugge’s work therefore 
belongs to a tradition of landscape poetry in which, as Bonnie Costello suggests in her book 
on the genre, the poet “think[s] about the landscape not only as a resource for images and 
signs, but also as a structure to which [he or she] might adapt their forms.” 25  For 
Berssenbrugge, that is, landscape serves as both metaphor and mode. As in the work of an 
earlier postmodern generation of landscape poets, including John Ashbery – whom 
Berssenbrugge cites as a primary influence26 – she seems to “identify with the protean, 
adaptive, transgressive, and generative impulses in nature – its tendency to invent and 
dissolve forms, to relocate, move in, fill space, and adapt to or disrupt what has been 
erected,”27 that Costello has described. Like them, Berssenbrugge too helps “teac[h] us to 
dwell on shifting ground.”28 
 Berssenbrugge’s collaborations with visual artists make these ideas particularly 
cogent. It is certainly fitting that the poet appeals to natural symbolism to describe the act of 
collaboration itself. “For me,” she relays, “collaboration has been a wonderful way to open 
to someone else’s sensibility, to use that openness like ocean or oxygen. […] I guess I 
wouldn’t get the same ‘oxygen’ working with an artist in my own field.”29  While for 
Berssenbrugge the accumulative, revitalizing qualities of landscape initially serve to allegorize 
the work of collaboration, the collaborations themselves become accumulative and mutable 
landscapes. In Berssenbrugge’s collaborations, as Barbara Montefalcone writes of artists’ 
books generally, “The books [become] a physical place, a ground where a relationship is not 




borders and thus visible, tangible.”30 Berssenbrugge herself not only attests that “the visual, 
in landscape and art, has always been a vital and liberating location from which to work in 
language,” but describes a “long-term exploration…to try and align the visual and verbal 
mental planes” that dates back to her earliest collaborations with the painter (and, later, 
husband) Richard Tuttle. 31 In her visual-verbal collaborations, disparate layers of language 
and media are not simply contiguous but continuous and expansive – almost increscent.  
 This sensibility underlies Berssenbrugge’s collaborations with another of her most 
significant creative partners: the visual artist Kiki Smith. As with Robert Creeley and Robert 
Indiana (Chapter 4), the two artists’ connection seems almost preordained, as a common set 
of imagery and values – including the natural world, the (female) body, Asian art, spirituality, 
and the cosmos – frequently inspired their individual work. Like Berssenbrugge, Smith too 
had long been disposed to collaboration. While Berssenbrugge immersed herself in the 
multiculturalist movement, Smith participated in Collaborative Projects, Inc. (Colab): a 
cohort of artists who simultaneously pursued their own work and produced collective shows. 
In addition, as Wendy Weitman reports: “Smith has never had a studio; her passion for 
communal environments has driven her to create much of her work in collaborative settings, 
in universities, foundries, and print workshops around the country, in Mexico, and in 
Europe.”32  
 Introduced by Richard Tuttle (a longtime friend of Smith’s), the women created two 
artists’ books together. Their first, Endocrinology (1997), inherits Frank O’Hara’s collaborative 
legacy in a very concrete way: like O’Hara and Larry River’s Stones of three decades earlier 
(cited in Chapter 1), it, too, was produced at Universal Limited Art Editions (ULAE). 33 As in 




corporeal subjects in form and theme. 34  It is, as Linda Voris surmises, “a strikingly original 
visual and verbal exploration of the interior landscape of the human body.”35 Berssenbrugge 
recalls: “My initial hope with Endocrinology was to learn from Kiki how to express emotion as 
a direct narrative. […] Kiki and I treated visual and verbal as a continuum of material, and 
the valence was the energy of our interaction, for which her visual power was a marvelous 
given. The resulting book is a body – transparent, layered with blue organs, and ligaments of 
text.” 36  While Endocrinology is interested in making bodily interiors visible, Smith and 
Berssenbrugge’s second book, Concordance (2006) probes the intersection of internal 
experience and external perception. Though less immediately consumed with the physical 
human body than its predecessor, Concordance – produced by Rutgers Center for Innovative 
Print and Paper37 in a limited edition of 30 copies and reprinted in 2,000-copy trade edition 
(Figure 27) by Kelsey Street Press38 – equally rests on and conceives of a mutable landscape, 
at once concrete and ethereal. With its delicately interwoven verse and prints, Concordance 
dwells in spaces of between: where self encounters other; where word becomes image and 
print envelops poem; where human meets animal; where art collides with nature; where 
emotion becomes light. Here – it seems to affirm – is where collaborative cross-pollination 
can lead the artist; we need only learn to navigate the fluid terrain.  
III. “emerging as from morphic fields”: Finding Concordance in Form and Place 
 Etymologically suggesting “hearts together,” Berssenbrugge and Smith’s choice of 
title, concordance, evokes a particularly emotional and perhaps even erotic attachment between 
visual and verbal elements, artists, and worlds. This notion undergirds the work both as a 
collaborative act and in its material form. Unlike the word’s counterpart, concord, the title 




artists’ book boasts no still center; 
it gives primacy neither to image 
or text nor admits their totality. 
Instead, it affords an elegant 
choreography: enjambed lines of 
verse cascade into other lines; 
Smith’s blue ink bleeds into and 
sometimes lightly obscures 
Berssenbrugge’s poetic text; 
images, primarily of flowers and 
birds, spill onto the margins of 
subsequent pages, traversing both 
the confines of the codex and a 
more liminal conceptual expanse. Like a dance or musical composition, the poem is divided 
into three sections that both reprise familiar themes and offer unique phrases. At once 
sequential and recursive, the book’s poems and prints continually inform each other in a way 
that recalls the circular movement of Indiana and Creeley’s Numbers (Chapter 4). Even more 
than that volume, however, this book insists on the density of its own network, deliberately 
overlaying word and image. As Julie Joosten expressively submits, Concordance “attends to the 
spatial and temporal phenomena that comprise relation. […] Ink, linguistic image, visual 
image, idea, and simile emerge in Berssenbrugge and Smith’s ecology as a web generating 
relations that the poem opens out.”39 
Fig. 27, Mei-mei Berssenbrugge and Kiki Smith, 




 That the word “relation” makes a frequent appearance is Joosten’s assessment is no 
accident, for it (or a version of it) appears three times in the first two pages of 
Berssenbrugge’s poem. Among the many relations the volume assesses are the interpersonal 
and inter-artistic, which, as we have seen, form the core of “collaborative poetics” in these 
pages. In the poem’s opening lines, “writing” and “draw[ing]” are closely connected with “I” 
and “you”: “Writing encounters one who / does not write and I don’t try / for him, but 
face-to-face draw you onto a line or flight…” (CRD 10).40 Rather than pursue direct 
communication, either from writer to reader (“h[e]” who “does not write”) or from poetry 
to art, the lyric poem instead pursues “a relation that’s concordant.” “Writing,” 
Berssenbrugge maintains, demands a response that is “‘like’ reading” but more dynamic, 
capable of “filling space” the text leaves behind. The line seeks not a critical response but a 
visual and visceral one.41 
 The “relation” Berssenbrugge imagines might also be construed in gendered terms; 
foregoing the male addressee (“I don’t try / for him), the female “I” seeks out its 
counterpart in an implicitly female “you.” Here we may find a corollary to the gendered and 
aesthetic relation of likeness O’Hara’s poem “Homosexuality” locates in James Ensor’s 
painting Self-Portrait with Masks, discussed in Chapter 1. Making literal its emphasis on the 
“sister arts” in this way, Concordance recalls a longer “lesbian landscape”42 tradition Lisa 
Moore has outlined, one in which, “In material terms, the sister arts are practiced by women 
artists working collaboratively or in community…Sister arts artifacts are animated by the role 
of another woman or women as at least one important addressee, implied spectator, or 
intended recipient.” 43  The poem seeks aesthetic and personal reciprocity from its 




What if that image were Eros as 
words? 
 
I write to you and you feel me. 
What would it be like if you 
contemplated my words and I felt 
you? (CRD 13).  
 
To achieve such concord would be to “undo misunderstanding from inside.” 
 Recourse to the natural world affords Berssenbrugge a further paradigm for making 
sense of the response she seeks. This, too, aligns the work with Moore’s “lesbian landscape” 
tradition insofar as  it often involves “a synaesthetic representation and sensual experience in 
apprehending a beautiful landscape” or “a topographical, botanical, and geographical 
description.” While both inform 
Concordance, the latter is especially 
pronounced in the earliest section. 
From the poem’s inception, 
Berssenbrugge’s words are 
compared to “Seeds” of a 
“milkweed” plant that “disperse in 
summer air” (CRD 11). Once 
released, we must “trac[e] the flight 
or thread of empty space running 
through things.” The text is invested 
precisely in this “empty space” – a 
span reminiscent of but more vast 
Fig. 28, Mei-mei Berssenbrugge and Kiki Smith, 




than Creeley’s favored “holes.” The “empty space” represents both a physical opening – the 
capacious landscape of the page – and a conceptual one: a chasm between representation 
and reality, art and nature. Markedly, however, the book is uninterested in mimesis either in 
terms of art and nature or of text and print. Concordance languishes instead in the process of 
metamorphosis, the movement from “flower description to flower”: word to image, 
representation to material. Rather than celebrate mimetic attainment, the book resides in the 
transition: Berssenbrugge’s emphatic “to.” After all, the poem confirms: “Relation is in the 
middle” (Figure 28).  
 Smith’s prints replicate the prevailing sense of transition the text effects. While the 
text and prints are occasionally 
implicated in an ekphrastic or 
illustrative relationship – a 
direct translation between two 
media – figurative resemblance 
remains unsystematic. More 
often, the prints and poem 
solicit a sheer convergence of 
feeling or experience and a 
continual movement between 
modes of being and art. 
Smith’s birds – among her 
most recurrent images– are 
suggestive. 44  The disembodied feathers a reader-viewer encounters on the margins of 
Fig. 29 Mei-mei Berssenbrugge and Kiki Smith, Concordance, 





subsequent pages (Figure 29) initially suggest freedom from traditional spatial boundaries, 
and therefore point again to the book’s accretive formal landscape. These unencumbered 
feathers, however, equally suggest molting: a natural transition from one form to the next. 
As much as Smith’s drawings inhabit the space between and around the poem, 
Berssenbrugge’s poem comes to fill to intervals Smith’s images leave behind: a 
“synchronicity, asymptomatic lines / of the flights of concordance” (CRD 14).  
 While the poem’s first section is concerned with written and especially poetic 
communication – “lines,” “words,” and their capacity for connection –  the second section 
revolves around the act of perception: the “becoming of the eye between light and heart” 
(CRD 11). If in the first section “I” occupies the role of creator, “I” here assumes the role of  
viewer, one witnessing the spectacle of emotion becoming visible. For Berssenbrugge, visible 
phenomena give rise to shared experience, initiating a kind of sublime energy transference 
she describes in the precise, even scientific terms of “frequencies” and “wavelengths.” 
Though “light” is primary among the visible phenomena that procure such powerful 
relations, Berssenbrugge also cites “Color” as an especially evocative force. “Color,” she 
says, “is a mirror where we see / ourselves with living things” (CRD 16) – and not just 
“with” other humans but also with the animal world. “Color,” it seems, forges a profound 
link between nature and human culture, when, for instance, a bird’s “scarlet neck feathers” 
recall an “infant asleep across your [red] heart, like-to-like.” In the third section, 
Berssenbrugge hearkens back to this image in more explicit terms: “In your memory,” she 
writes, “scarlet feathers of a / beloved macaw begin a glow arising / from the exact color of 




 Inhabiting the visual realm, the poem’s second section traces the process of how 
(internal) human emotions become observable. “I was frightened thoughts and / feelings 
could be externalized,” Berssenbrugge admits, “Then, I saw sunrise frequencies / emanate 
from your body, like music.” In this moment of synesthesia wherein “I” perceives visual 
sensation as aural event, Berssenbrugge collapses many dualities, including those between 
inside/outside and mind/body. One mode of perception does not simply beget another, but 
they begin to fuse. Sight is sensed as sound and vision perceived as language; “Look at my 
body as light / reflecting thought and feeling: it’s not safe here,” Berssenbrugge instructs. 
No less than the first section, the second explores how one being might come to understand 
another. 
 While the first section tell us that relation is located “in the middle,” the second 
places us directly in its intersection. Put otherwise: while the first section relishes in the idea 





of space and the relations that can develop despite distance, the second section draws 
inward, favoring proximity. It is fitting that this section of the book is its most visually dense, 
as print and poem converge with almost claustrophobic resolve. Several lines of print, 
obscured by Smith’s dark blue leaves, even demand that the reader/viewer move physically 
closer to the book to discern the poem’s message (Figure 30). Animal and human worlds 
also share a condensed space: “A bird lands on the rim of your tub; / a wolf licks your 
baby’s head” (CRD 18). This human/animal connection may also allegorize the tension 
between primitive emotion and acculturated restraint that underlies the section’s intimate 
relation between mother and child.  As the poem achingly asks, “When she cries and the part 
of / you who cries wakes, do you hold her to suppress feeling?” Berssenbrugge begins to 
imply that there are limitations to absolute relation, even those most essential, primary 
bonds. “Yearning,” she concludes, “can’t be split and the animal lost, ahead of time.” 
Emotion, in other words, cannot be directly expressed or shared, only limned – only 
comprehended as phenomenon. As Charles Altieri remarks of Berssenbrugge’s 1989 volume, 
Empathy, so in Concordance is 
“[intimacy] beautifully defined as being able to refer to what someone is feeling at 
the site where the person enters the expressive process rather than at the site 
produced by the representation…And intimacy then can take on the marvelous 
subtle physical analogues that the poem figures in its treatment of color [and] 
light…The visual returns with a vengeance, but as metaphorical extensions of 
affective states, not as objects compelling our fixed attention.”45 
 
This notion of intimacy remains one of her most enduring concerns. 
 In the  third and final section of Concordance, the poem opens out again towards a 
more vast expanse. The sparest visual section, Smith’s series of delicate flower prints are 




upward to some heretofore remote place. The text indeed leads us there when 
Berssenbrugge begins: “My words unroll a plane of / consistence they do not pre-exist” 
(CRD 20). Where her “words” lead, Smith’s prints follow. Both “words” and images 
resemble the floating “particles, fluxes the colors of spring” Berssenbrugge describes; 
alongside Smith’s flower imagery, two pages boast light, tiny blue “particles” continuing a 
skyward trajectory like some celestial cluster or Milky Way – perhaps the “cosmos” 
Berssenbrugge soon reveals. Here Berssenbrugge and Smith again unveil a space of 
contingency, where prints depend on words for their vitality, but words are equally beholden 
to visual phenomena, the “affects and powers I place on a page or plane of light vibrations, 
like a flowering field.” Verbal and visual planes coincide, “emer[ging] as from morphic 
fields” (CRD 22). Animal and human, nature and culture materialize as codependent. “Life 
manifests everywhere in the / cosmos,” the poem declares, “but as we eliminate species 
here, we lose access to other realms.” This fragile relation between “species” and “realms,” 
Berssenbrugge suggests, must be actively preserved. The “consistence” that defines this 
“plane” becomes especially urgent. More than the familiar term “consistency,” the relatively 
uncommon version of word seems to evoke a fundamental link between “concordance” and 
“existence,” as if “Life” in the “cosmos” itself relies on such essential connections. 
 By its concluding section, Concordance’s “stunning ecology,” 46 in Joosten’s terms, is 
fully manifest. And as in any ecology, the success of the book’s finely calibrated system 
depends not on each entities’ parity but on their reciprocity. Each part – author, artist, word, 
image, human, animal, color, light – retains its distinctive function, evincing a 
“consciousness / emanating from stars, symbiotic with / individuation” (CRD 21). Here 




and negotiation of “symbiosis” and “individuation” at once. Like that volume, Concordance 
understands that “consistence” depends as much on the interaction between different entities 
as it does on their shared grounds: the vital spaces of contact. Smith’s repeated flower 
imagery reinforces this idea; as Smith herself once noted, her interest in printmaking spurs 
from its use of “repetition,” such that “print mimics what we are as humans: we are all the 
same and yet everybody different.” Whatever distinction they allow, the prints all inhabit a 
common landscape.47 
 Uncovering this common terra firma ultimately seems for Berssenbrugge, Smith, and 
Concordance a profoundly humanistic project. Berssenbrugge has remarked that she 
“seeks…any firm ground in poetry.”48 Yet this notion of firmness – indeed of “consistence” 
– is misleading, for the “ground” she seeks is far from stable. What she and Smith actually 
seek are the capricious grounds of connection: a strong but supple landscape. In her closing 
lines, Berssenbrugge warns that when “you place / a piece of ‘someone’ on a pedestal / to 
examine,” you create “a gap” – a cold, detached mode of encounter. Instead, we must, as 
Berssenbrugge charges, “Breathe the shard back into [ourselves].” We must, that is, dwell in 
the places of intersection and inter-subjective connection.  Then, 
Warmth, which was parallel, moves 
across the shard, smoothes [sic] and makes 
it porous, matter breath, light 
materializing dear ants and dear words (CRD 24).  
 
At once abstract feeling and physical sensation, “Warmth” finally acts as a numinous 
antidote to discord and estrangement. This, Berssenbrugge at last reveals, may be the secret 
to “concordance.” 




 Berssenbrugge and Smith’s conclusion is both satisfyingly optimistic and frustratingly 
immaterial. Yet its compassionate appeal points to a fundamental truth about the act of 
collaboration itself: that it is, in the most basic way, a thoroughly human endeavor. To accept 
David Shapiro’s provocative valuation: “The human is reinstated as an allegory of 
collaboration. He who does not collaborate is a god or a beast.”49 Or to admit Anca 
Cristofovici’s more moderate position, Concordance once again reminds us that in 
“collaborative project[s], a poetics of human relationships surfaces as a constant pattern, 
involving qualities such as self-effacement, humility, forms of sociability, attention to the 
other, acceptance, curiosity, admiration, generosity, reciprocation, risk, and even 
compromise.”50 Choosing connection despite difference, coming together, and pursuing or, 
more often, creating common ground – these “poetics of human relationships” 
Berssenbrugge and Smith beautifully unfold – have material consequences. Creative 
collaboration certainly has critical implications for the way we conceive of aesthetics, as we 
have seen throughout this study. But creative collaboration also more broadly and irrefutably 
shapes how we live in the world. 
 If this sounds hyperbolic, take it from anthropologist Agustín Fuentes. In his recent 
book, The Creative Spark: How Imaginations Make Humans Exceptional (2017), Fuentes 
crystallizes the link between human evolution and creative collaboration. As he declares in 
his first pages: “our distinctively human capacity for shared intentionality coupled with our 
imagination is how we became who we are today….no other species has ever been able to 
do it so well.” 51 Countering a longstanding Darwinian assumption that competition drives 
evolution, Fuentes’ work prioritizes the central, adaptive role of purposeful cooperation. 




that “long-term cooperation is less common, except in humans. No other animal exhibits the 
same intensity, constancy, and complexity we see in our cooperation.”52 Such “long-term 
cooperation” influenced every facet of life as we know it today, including the artistic 
production. Fuentes explains: 
our ancestors started to help one another care for another…They began to share 
food for both nutritional and social reasons and to coordination activities beyond 
what was need for survival…This baseline of creative cooperation, the ability to get 
along, to help one another and have one another’s backs, and to think and 
communicate with one another with increasing prowess, transformed us into the 
beings that invented the technologies that supported large-scale societies and 
ultimately nations. This collaborative creativity also drove the development of 
religious beliefs and ethical systems and our production of masterful artwork.53 
 
 Cooperation, creative collaboration, or even, as Berssenbrugge so simply puts it, 
“Warmth,” indeed seems to be our most potent human force. It is, as Fuentes maintains, 
quite literally woven into our DNA. Perhaps, however, no one has revealed this deeply 
humane nature to us more persistently or poignantly than artists who have chosen and 
choose to collaborate throughout time and place. Frank O’Hara, Robert Creeley, and Mei-
mei Berssenbrugge are only three particularly outstanding contemporary American examples. 
Nevertheless, they together lend powerful credence to the idea, in Susan Howe’s words, that 
“American poets are solitaries who go in company; it is useless if not impossible to go 
alone.”54 Collaborative poetics demand as much. 
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